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Foreword to Macmillan Paperback Edition 


During the last half-decade, research in the “Left Wing of 
the Reformation” has continued to grow in quantity. The most 
important items have been added to the bibliography. 

This book is “an introduction to sectarian Protestantism,” in 
the sense that Ernst Troeltsch distinguished the “sect-type” from 
the “church-type” in his classic, The Social Teaching of the 
Christian Churches .* Actually, although Troeltsch intended 
otherwise, it has proved impossible to sterilize these terms and to 
eliminate the normative implication of the term “church” and 
the pejorative burden of the term “sect.” As illuminating as the 
Troeltsch typology is sociologically, theologically it leaves much 
to be desired, and it has therefore come under increasing fire 
from those concerned to build a constructive doctrine of the 
church. 

It was, and remains, the thesis of this book that in the first 
period of Free Church history—the period of the Anabaptists of 
the sixteenth century—the overriding issue was the nature of the 
community of discipleship, the church. In this sense, the essay 
begins with the Troeltschian typology but goes on to discuss the 
way in which the radical Reformers attempted to restore the 
“True Church” on New Testament and Early Church lines. They 
did not, of course, think of theirs as a “sectarian” task. As the 
territorial and political delineation of “church” recedes and 
religious liberty gains ground, their story—long suppressed— 
becomes more important to the whole church. 


Franklin H. Lutell 


Chicago, Illinois 
October 1963 


# German edition, 1911, English (Macmillan), 1931; paperback, i960. 
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Preface to Revised Edition 

This essay was submitted in its original form to the Faculty 
of the Graduate School of Yale University in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. I 
was then primarily concerned with forms of religious voluntary¬ 
ism and lay initiative in Christian history, and was directed to 
the study of the Anabaptists and advised throughout by Dr. 
Roland H. Bainton, Titus Professor of Ecclesiastical History in 
Yale Divinity School. Dr. Kenneth Scott Latourette, Sterling 
Professor of Missions and Oriental History, was also generous 
with time and counsel; to him I owe some understanding of the 
importance of the missionary mandate in Christian history, es¬ 
pecially as a shaping force in the life of Free Churches. From 
both I learned again how teaching as a vocation implies “a fel¬ 
lowship of teachers and students” ( universilas magistrorum ac 
scolarium) as well as the mastery of one or more intellectual 
disciplines. To them, as well as to my father, Dr. Clair Francis 
Littell of Cornell College (Iowa), I wish to express deep grati¬ 
tude for encouragement and assistance, without unburdening 
myself of responsibility for shortcomings and errors. 

The Frank S. Brewer Prize Committee of the American 
Society of Church History saw fit to sponsor the study in revised 
form as the 1952 Prize Essay of the Society: Volume 8 of Studies 
in Church History. I wish to thank Professor James Hastings 
Nichols of Chicago, Professor William Pauck (now of Union 
Theological Seminary) and Professor L. J. Trinterud of McCor¬ 
mick Theological Seminary for seeing the first edition through 
publication, a duty made difficult by my residence overseas and 
by the sudden death of the publisher. Mr. C. H. Sprunger of 
Berne, Indiana, served the Society devotedly for some years; I 
hope this word may help to keep memory of his service green. 

When The Anabaptist View of the Church first appeared 
it had the good fortune to fall into place in the midst of a revival 
of historical and theological interest in the Free Church way. 
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Interest of general students and specialists in the formative period 
of what Troeltsch called “sectarian Protestantism,” in the gen¬ 
eration which was coming to be recognized as the classical era of 
the Free Churches, was high. In spite of a title esoteric by 
ordinary standards the book sold out almost immediately, to the 
surprise of author, editors, and publisher. 

Preparation of a reprint was made difficult not only by the 
normal demands of administrative work abroad, but also by the 
abnormal volume of related studies which have appeared in the 
last decade. There have been published six new volumes of 
sources, and another has been read in galleys and another yet in 
manuscript. In addition to a new Mennonite Encyclopedia (two 
of four volumes being used in this revision) and a complete new 
translation and edition of The Complete Writings of Menno 
Simons , more than two dozen new monographs have been pub¬ 
lished treating some phase of Anabaptist thought and history. 
The historical collections and studies of Professors Harold S. 
Bender at Goshen College (Indiana) and Cornelius Krahn at 
Bethel College (Kansas) attract a growing number of young 
non-Mennonite scholars. The Mennonite Quarterly Review 
has continued unabated its extensive efforts to make early Free 
Church history meaningful to Mennonites and non-Mennonites 
alike; Church History , Theologische ^eitschrift, and Archiv 
fur Reformationsgeschichte have given increasing space to studies 
of early Anabaptist problems and personalities. It was originally 
planned to reprint the first edition. Representatives of the Beacon 
Press, particularly Mr. Melvin Arnold (now with Harper & 
Brothers) and Miss Janet Finnic, have been helpful and en¬ 
couraging. We were soon clear, however, that in the midst of a 
surge of Anabaptist studies no mere reprint would suffice. The 
present publication is both an extensive revision and an en¬ 
largement. 

As things have developed, the propositions originally put 
forward have stood up under criticism, further research, and 
the publication of large quantities of new primary sources. There 
are three new sections: on the tolerance of Philipp of Hesse 
(Chapter I, third section), on the opposition of the Reformers 
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to a literal obedience to the Great Commission (Chapter IV, sec¬ 
ond section), and on the Anabaptists and natural law (Chapter 
IV, last part of fourth section). For the sake of reader interest, 
the original Chapter I, “Former Treatments of Anabaptism,” has 
become the last chapter: Chapter V of the present work, “The 
Changing Reputation of the Anabaptists.” 

In the former first chapter the charge was made that his¬ 
torians had generally judged the Anabaptists on the basis of 
secondary polemical sources, and that primary sources were 
available to those who sought them. “The Anabaptists have 
commonly been judged on the basis of insufficient evidence. It 
is time for a re-trial” (p. 18). As this is written it is not too much 
to say that, while the process of re-trial is not yet complete, the 
“prisoner at the bar” has a much different countenance from 
what he had before scholars began to take the evidence of the 
Tdnfcrakten and related reports seriously. 

Bad Godesberg/Rhein f. h. l. 

Easter, 1957 


INTRODUCTION 

A Working Definition of “Anabaptist” 

Several serious impediments have customarily blocked the 
path of those who turned to a discussion of “Anabaptist church 
life and thought. These impediments proved fatal to most pre¬ 
vious studies. Calling them to the attention of the reader is one 
of the first tasks of the present study. 


Inadequate Information on Anabaptism 

First, it is impossible to assume that the average reader has 
any adequate concept of the “Anabaptists. Information on 
the groups so termed has been notoriously scarce and has rested 
in the main upon hostile polemics. Usually those who were cor¬ 
dially inclined have also relied upon secondary sources and at¬ 
tempted to present a friendly or tendentious judgment through 
selective citation. The conclusions thus reached have not seldom 
been as unjust to the true Anabaptists as those of their enemies, 
even if otherwise intended. 

In the final chapter we shall discuss the way in which present 
evidence calls into question four centuries of partisan interpreta¬ 
tion by defenders of state-church Protestantism. In addition to 
Martin Luther and Ulrich Zwingli, the traditional authorities 
cited have been Justus Menius and Heinrich Bullinger; all of these 
men were very hostile to the radical groups, and made no attempt 
to deal fairly with them in the flesh or in writing. We shall see 
that the typical history of the Reformation in English still rests 
upon the attacks which these stalwarts made upon those they 
called “Anabaptists,” although a few of the more recent general 
surveys are cast in a new mold. The reputation of the Anabap¬ 
tists is in fact changing. Newly published documentary materials 
and certain German monographs have made imperative a thor¬ 
ough revision of still prevailing judgments regarding those called 
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Anabaptist.” A reassessment of the entire movement is timely 
and feasible. Contemporary students who approach the radicals 
comment quite vigorously upon the paucity of reliable interpreta¬ 
tive writing 1 — a paucity the more remarkable because the 
newer sources obviously make possible a thorough reworking of 
the field. The linguistic impediment is serious, however, for 
even a reader fluent in modern German can be defeated by the 
various dialects used in the middle European area before the 
modern languages took form. The polemics against the Anabap¬ 
tists have long been available in English or in modern tongue; the 
testimonies of the Anabaptists themselves arc still primarily the 
preserve of philologists and historical specialists. 

Not only were the students of Anabaptism long plagued by 
restriction to descriptions of doubtful value, but the complexity 
of the movement itself provided further difficulties. As we shall 
see, the groups that broke away from state-church Protestantism 
on the Continent were marred initially by many confusions and 
incoherences. It is not easy to extract a central concept or clas¬ 
sifying principle. Later interpreters, hostile or friendly, have read 
into the movement as it finally took shape their own stereo¬ 
types: “revolutionaries,” “individualists,” “liberals,” “Biblicists,” 
“enthusiasts” (Schwdrmer), “Bolsheviki,” “Bible Christians.” 
Various attempts at classification will be discussed in this study, 
and the author will make a recommendation of his own. 

The term “Anabaptist” itself gives no assistance to our 
problem. No word in Christian history has been used more 
loosely. To attempt to group in a single category all those to 
whom the term has been applied is as hopeless as the dove’s 
pursuit of a landing place while the waters still covered the earth. 
Very evidently a study of “the Anabaptist view” will come to 
grief in an early paragraph unless some more precise use of the 
word is adopted than has been usual. The word “Anabaptist” 
wants a definition, as will be plain from review of its history. The 
precise problem of defining and classifying is discussed in Chapter 
One. At this point the use of the word must be checked and 
limited; it has been one of the stumbling blocks for every genera¬ 
tion of historians. 
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What Does “Anabaptist” Mean? 

The word “Anabaptist” is a Latin derivative of the Greek 
original, anabaptismos (re-baptism). The German form, Wied - 
ertdufer, means “one who re-baptizes.” Lutherans and Zwing- 
lians applied it in the beginning to those who separated them¬ 
selves from the main body of the state churches. As for the rad¬ 
icals themselves: “They repudiated the name, insisting that in¬ 
fant baptism did not constitute true baptism and that they were 
not in reality re-baptizers. Their argument was of no avail. The 
name was so conveniently elastic that it came to be applied to all 
those who stood out against authoritative state religion.” 2 We 
shall see later that even baptism itself was not the primary 
matter in the testimony of the radical movement. 3 The radicals 
wanted to be known only as “Briider”(Brethren) or by some 
other nonsectarian name, and were far indeed from the later 
insistence of some Baptists on a formal precision in ritual. In 
the first period of the movement in Switzerland even the Zwing- 
lians called them “Tauffbriider.” Baptism became important 
only because it was the most obvious dividing line between two 
patterns of church organization. “Anabaptist” was a popular 
term with the authorities because it afforded them an excuse for 
forcefully suppressing the radicals. The enemies of the movement 
were insistent on use of the term “Wicdertaufer” or “Anabap- 
tistici” because the radical groups thereby became subject to the 
death penalty. Under the ancient Roman law against the re- 
baptizers (Donatists), those called “Anabaptist” could be sup¬ 
pressed by the sword, 4 even though the extension of the law in 
this fashion was at best of doubtful legality. The campaign of 
propaganda and suppression succeeded. At Speyer in 1529 the 
emperor ruled against the “Anabaptists” in final fashion, and 
persecution by imprisonment and exile and death spread through¬ 
out the length and breadth of the Empire. 5 But the radicals 
themselves did not admit the truth of the charge. And the move¬ 
ment itself cannot be classified properly in terms of the baptismal 
rite. 

Historically, the term “Anabaptist” became a slippery word, 
an epithet flung contemptuously, in much the same way the 
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word “Bolshevik” recently has been hurled at those of unpopular 
views. 6 In fact, the term has very limited value, and is used in 
this study only because it has found a traditional place in his¬ 
torical studies. The terms “Swiss Brethren,” “Hutterite Breth¬ 
ren,” “Mennonites” are far more precise. “South German 
Brethren” has also come to carry some meaning since the pub¬ 
lication of recent volumes of sources edited by Krebs, Schom- 
baum, and Franz. In general, however, the Swiss and the South 
Germans were one party, and they are not always distinguished 
from each other, even by specialists in Anabaptist affairs. The 
important point is that the reader should mistrust the use of the 
term “Anabaptist” unless there is conclusive evidence that the 
typology derives from a proper use of primary sources. 


A Working Hypothesis 

When we review the various sixteenth-century groups which 
broke from the pattern of established religion, we are struck by 
the degree to which all shared an attitude to history which is 
technically known as “primitivism.” This attitude was expressed 
in many ways. When we consider the views of those to be termed 
“Anabaptist,” the central significance of the church view stands 
out. The function of Chapter I is to show how this happened, 
and the line of argument is developed from a critical review of 
the history of the movement. The viejw of the church came to 
dominate the Anabaptist movement, therefore, although initially 
there were several grounds for group protest against the state 
churches. The concern for restitution of the “True Church” 
was a center about which some groups coalesced. From this 
center other protesting groups broke away, and these are not 
properly termed “Anabaptists.” They shared with the main-line 
Anabaptists the vision of a restitution of a lost virtue, but for 
them the nature of the True Church was subsidiary to other 
concerns, theological or political. 

As the principle of voluntary religious association, accom¬ 
panied by reactivation of the role of the laity, has come to the 
center of contemporary Christian discussion, the incidents sur- 
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rounding the origin and validation of religious voluntaryism be¬ 
come vital to both theology and religious sociology. In this per¬ 
spective a study of the Anabaptist Church view is a study in the 
origins of sectarian Protestantism. 55 “Sectarian 55 is here used 
in the context of the sociology of religion and not in the popular 
or polemical sense of a normative judgment! 

There has been a marked change in writing about the 
Anabaptists in recent years. Many scholars arc no longer con¬ 
tent with sweeping generalizations about the movement based 
on polemical Lutheran and Reformed writings. In the newer 
writings various schemes of classification have been attempted, 
to define various groupings among the radicals. 7 After studied 
review of the materials at hand, assayed with attention to 
evidence yet largely unavailable to the American scholar, the 
writer has come to the point where an arbitrary definition seems 
both logical and inevitable. Such a definition can reflect, how¬ 
ever, the verdict of history in favor of those radical groups, 
among many, which were able to resolve certain incoherences 
and approximate their ideal. For working purposes, the Anabap¬ 
tists proper were those in the radical Reformation who gathered 
and discipline d a “true church” (r *r.ht.p. Kirche) upon the 
apostolic pattern as they understood it. In a treatment of the 
Anabaptists, the doctrine of the church affords the classifying 
principle of first importance. 

Fritz Heyer, in his detailed coverage of the field, came to a 
similar but less precise proposition about the centrality of the 
church view. Presuming that the Reformers 5 judgment must 
have been correct, he nevertheless attempted to tie the several 
wings of the radical movement together: “The ultimate signific¬ 
ance of the Anabaptism [ Schwarmertum ] of the sixteenth cent¬ 
ury is grounded in the concept of the church. 558 His treatment 
is a rather traditional state-church apologetic, whereas we shall 
concern ourselves primarily with concrete group experience. 

R. J. Smithson, author of one of the few reasonably ade¬ 
quate books on the movement, says: “The real issue between the 
Anabaptists and the other reformers was on the question of the 
type of Church which should take the place of the old Church. 55 
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He goes on to quote the great church historian Philip SchafT to 
the effect that “the reformers aimed to reform the old Church 
by the Bible; the radicals attempted to build a new Church 
from the Bible/’ 9 According to Cornelius Krahn, an American 
Mennonite scholar, the central theological concern of the Ana¬ 
baptists was in the church, and he goes so far as to term their 
style of thinking “ecclesio-centric.” 10 

In a broadly theological context we might use “Anabap¬ 
tist” (in quotation marks) as Heyer uses the term; but the term 
is applied most appropriately to those groups who effected a 
vigorous church life upon what they thought to be the pattern 
of the primitive church. Chapters II, III and IV will show what 
they thought that pattern was; Chapter I will discuss the Ana¬ 
baptist congregations (churches) and the way they developed in 
the midst of vigorous and various protests against the Catholic 
and Protestant establishments. 


The 
Origins 
of Sectarian 
Protestantism 





CHAPTER I 


The Quest for the Essence of Anabaptism 

The first step toward a better understanding of Anabaptism 
is a descriptive treatment of the development of the movement. 
This description will rely primarily upon the newer documentary 
sources. In the review, much of the ground of Left Wing Pro¬ 
testantism will be covered in the attempt to place Anabaptism in 
its proper place in the vast complex of radical dissent. The radi¬ 
cal groupings developed not on the margins of the sixteenth- 
century Christendom, but rather in the very centers of the 
Reformation. This fact once lent credence to the charge of 
Roman Catholic polemicists that religious revolution, enthusiasm 
(Schwdrmerei ), Anti-Trinitarianism, and the spiritualizing 
thrust (religious individualism) were all the legitimate offspring 
of the Reformers’ protest. Today we are inclined to interpret 
Anabaptism, at least, as a third type quite distinct from both 
Roman Catholic and Protestant territorial churches. Fritz Blanke 
has concluded a recent study with the words: 

The rise of the Anabaptist group in Zollikon was the birth of 
a brotherhood of a purely religious character. 

The young plant was soon violently suppressed, but that does 
not decrease its significance. In Zollikon a new type of Church 
had begun to differentiate itself, the Free Church type. Zollikon is 
the cradle of this idea, which from here entered upon its triumphal 
march through four centuries and through the whole world. 7 

The appearance of the radical protest in the same centers as the 
Reformation itself affords opportunity to compare and contrast 
not only the various groupings in the Left Wing, but also the 
state church and Free Church types of Protestantism in their 
formative stages. 
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RADICALISM IN THE CENTERS OF REFORM 

Among the students who flocked to Wittenberg and Zurich 
and Strassburg were numbers who lamented the fallen estate of 
the church, and judged her weaknesses and apostasies by the 
light of the church before Constantine. As time was to prove, the 
great Reformers were cautious and responsible men. They hesi¬ 
tated to abandon the parish pattern of the medieval church. At 
this point the radicals passed beyond, demanding a purging of 
errors accumulated during the period of “wandering in the wild¬ 
erness.” While the Reformers waited on the decision of the 
magistrate (Obrigkeit), certain small groups embraced the New 
Testament pattern with eagerness and pressed forward to restore 
the undefiled spirit and customs of the church of the first cen¬ 
turies. Such men were impatient with compromise. (They be¬ 
lieved that the Bible gave a clear instruction as to the organiza- P 
tional pattern of the True Church, just as it provided certain 
ground for her creeds and confessions. 

As Walter Rauschenbusch wrote in his only essay on the 
sixteenth century, the Anabaptists were the “root and branch 
party” of the Reformation. 2 They said of Luther that he 
“tore down the old house, but built no new one in its place,” 3 and 
of Zwingli that he “threw down all infirmities as with thunder 
strokes, but erected nothing better in place.” 4 Discontent with 
the slow-moving leaders grew steadily, and rifts appeared be¬ 
tween the party of the Reformation and the party of the Resti¬ 
tution. With bitter disappointment the radical party turned 
against the “half-way men,” 5 their former leaders, and against 
their former brethren who rested in large part in the unseparated 
condition of the medieval church in the world. The Christians, 
particularly those who had been informed by the rebirth of 
Biblical truth, were worse than the pagans who knew no better: 
“there is no people under the sun who disgrace God’s name, 
suffering, martyrdom and death [more] than the so-called 
Christians.” 6 

In the beginning years this discontent was not clearly de¬ 
fined. Radical Biblical faith was there, but it was mixed with 
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other elements of group protest. Indeed, sometimes the same 
person drew from different reserves of intellectual opposition to 
the medieval pattern. The attitude of the Reformers also under¬ 
went some significant changes. When the Anabaptists separated 
from the dominant party, and from other protest groupings, there 
were occasional flare-ups of dramatic moment. Nevertheless, in 
the main the separation came slowly and painfully. As we review 
the experiences at the three great centers of early Protestantism, 
we shall sec that it took time to clarify the issues and define the 
distinctions between the Reformers and the Anabaptists. But it 
will be plainly seen that the lines became clear in time to both 
parties. What was truly at stake was the concept of the church, 
and with it the pattern of church life involved in a genuine re-, 
formation. <_ 

The radicals did not have in the beginning a clearly con¬ 
ceived and proclaimed doctrine of the church. In the radical 
protest at the first were enrolled prophets and Biblicists, anti- 
Trinitarians and orthodox, revolutionaries and nonresistants, 
independents and covenanters. 7 With the passing of months and 
years of persecution, the Anabaptists withdrew from loose fellow¬ 
ship with other styles of protest; and they acquired, in contest 
with other radicals and with the Reformers, a pattern of discipline 
and integrity. For convenience we speak today of “an Anabaptist 
movement,” but we must avoid reading back into the Reformers 
and radicals a logical coherence and clarity of thought which 
neither party possessed until after a series of hard-fought con¬ 
troversies. The Anabaptists had both to distinguish themselves 
from the dominant party and also to achieve unity within their 
own ranks. 

In North Germany 

In North Germany the first radical upsurge of importance 
came at Wittenberg in late 1521, while Luther was in refuge at 
the Wartburg. martin luther (1483-1546) 8 was adored as 
a champion by many different groups and classes and for as many 
different reasons. He seemed to voice German national needs 
against those who bled the Germans for a trans-alpine master. 


4 


The lesser knights hoped to find in him an advocate against 
imperial pressures. He called for religious reform against a 
system of outward display and inward sterility. Among those who 
rallied to his banner were many to whom he appeared as a social 
reformer as well as religious. Such groups looked with excited 
eye upon the heightening of economic and religious tensions, and 
awaited with eager heart the revolutionary day which should 
usher in a New Age of history. 


The point of separation was Luther’s policy of reformation. 
However much the Anabaptists may resemble medieval sects 
in certain respects, they did not spring from pre-Reformation 
movements directly. They did not think of themselves as a cor¬ 
rection to, or lay monastic witness against, the compromises of an 
intact Christendom: they, demanded a change of the whole pat -L' 
tern. In their records they refer to Luther half in praise and 
half in sorrow, as a leader whom they first followed but who did 
not carry them through to as thorough a reformation as they had 
anticipated. 


y The “Wittenberg Puritan reformation” was not, strictly 
speaking, an Anabaptist movement. Its appearance and suppres¬ 
sion are, however, of vital importance in the effect they^ had on 
later Lutheran understanding of Anabaptism. In the first explo¬ 
sion of radical discontent, certain men from Zwickau (the 
“Zwickau prophets”) came forward to proclaim a thoroughgoing 
change with such insistence that some of Luther’s own colleagues 
were won to their cause. Even Melanchthon was temporarily 
carried away, and Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt permanent¬ 
ly defected. Experienced in meetings where anyone possessed of 
the spirit could proclaim with authority the truths of the inner 
! life, the men of Zwickau grounded their mission to the world on 
/ the Great Commission (Mark 16:16). They strongly demanded 
a return to the usage of the Apostolic Age, as they understood it, 
and condemned the temporizing attitude in which the great Re¬ 
former still allowed some practices introduced by the Pope. 9 
Marcus Thome (Stiibner) claimed a special revelation from the 
Angel Gabriel (sonderliche offenbarung und erleuchtung). 
“Finally it was declared that the Holy Scripture was undepend- 
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able for the instruction of men. For men must be taught only by 
the Spirit. If God had wanted to teach men from scripture, he 
would have sent forth a Bible from heaven.” 10 There was a great 
impatience in their words as well as harshness of feeling toward 
the slow leaders, for soon the Turk would break forth into the 
land; the end of the world in a mighty battle, with the elevation 
of the righteous and the slaying of the godless, was close at hand. 11 
Such enthusiastic teaching revealed dependence upon Taborite 
teaching. (Both Stiibner and his colleague, Thomas Miintzer, 
had made the pilgrimage to Bohemia) , 12 The prophets preferred 
the living word to the written. Tauler’s Sermons were cited by 
them frequently. They also used the “Commentary on Jeremiah” 
attributed to Joachim of Fiore. 13 From chiliastic, mystical, and 
prophetic sources they drew proof that true religion depends on 
the inward authority and is free from external compulsion or 
evaluation. They went further than this. Not only the spiritual 
life but also the social order was to be conformed to their vision 
of the New Age. “This knotty spirit taught that the secular 
magistrate and rule must be reformed.” 14 

With insistent demand for an ethical renewal and thorough¬ 
going institutional reform, the Zwickau group pressed through 
the town council certain measures of “Puritanical” reform in 
church and in town. In six blunt articles they terminated the, 
Roman rites in the churches, eliminated bawdy houses and 
taverns. In the name of the Spirit they proposed to supervise the 
religious and moral life of the people. 16 The people responded 
to their message, and popular feeling was aroused in support of 
harsh measures: images were smashed, infant baptism suspended, 
the Mass celebrated in both kinds. 

When Luther heard what was occurring, he returned in 
haste from his “Patmos.” His eight vigorous sermons against 
the radicals stopped the new departures in mid-flight. With a 
strong plea for moderation he condemned those who brought 
about innovations by unbrotherly violence. “As a mother gives 
milk to the child we should also serve our brother, carry with 
him for a time and bear and help carry his weakness, even nurse 
him along — as it happened to us, until he becomes strong; and 
not go heavenward alone, but bring along our brother who is 
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not now our companion. . . , 5516 For Luther, the goal is to bring 
over the whole people of the parishes. The issues are less impor¬ 
tant than unity of the people, and laws and general rules which 
give offense to some should not be made about nonessentials. For 
example, take images. An emperor and a Pope once warred 
about this matter, and both were wrong; the isssue is not import¬ 
ant . 17 So also with fasting: we should carry our freedom in 
Christ so as not to give offense to bound brethren . 18 Luther later 
accused Karlstadt of violating Christian freedom as much as the 
Catholics by enforcing legalisms of minor significance . 19 Above 
all, force should be avoided. “For the word shaped heaven and 
earth and all things; it [the Word] must bring things to pass and 
not we poor sinners. In sum, I will preach, I will speak, I will 
write. But I will drive and compel no one with force, for faith 
is to be voluntary, taken on without compulsion . 5520 Yet the 
approval and even assistance of the temporal power was invited 
in the interests of order. 

With like energy, Luther wrestled against the spirit of “in- 
spirationism 55 and “enthusiasm 55 (Schwarmerei) among the radi¬ 
cals. He feared the consequences of their subjectivism. When 
I they asserted an infallible inner authority he declared that the 
hidden God is revealed only in the objective word and not by 
vision . 21 The prophets were more probably inspired by the devil 
than by the Angel Gabriel. Under such hammer blows the 
radicals were discredited and soon left the city. Luther was 
confirmed in his blunt opposition to all confusion of religious 
and social concerns, whether Roman Catholic or what he 
termed “Anabaptist . 55 

At this distance no clear view of the church can be seen 
to emerge from the words of the radicals who grouped so briefly 
at Wittenberg, and their later individual contributions are just 
as problematical. In spite of traditional Lutheran and Reformed 
interpretations, which will be discussed in the final chapter , 22 we 
may question whether Stubner, Ccllarius, Drechsel and Zwilling, 
Miintzer, and Karlstadt are properly termed “Anabaptists 55 at 
all . 23 We review them in part for traditional reasons, and espe¬ 
cially because of their influence upon the great Reformer him¬ 
self. Furthermore, the Wittenberg radicals introduce some of the 
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ideas which in time became common to various L$ft Wing groups 
of the time: repudiation of infant baptism, “Puritan 55 reform of 
morals, a^definite world perspective. 

After the “Eight Sermons, 55 Luther wrote frequently against 
those he grouped as “Schwarmer.” Among the better known 
of his polemics are Wider die himmlischen Propheten (1525), 24 
Von den Schleichern und Winkelpredigern ( 1532), 25 and the 
prefaces to Menius 5 tract and Rhegius 5 polemic of 1535. 26 Luther 
thought also that he was dealing with the fruit of “Anabaptist 55 
enthusiasm when he wrote Ermahnung zum Frieden auf die 
zwolf Artikel der Bauernschaft in Schwaben ( 1525) 27 and Wider 
die rduberischen und morderischen Rotten der Bauern (1525). 28 
In the process of resisting those who urged “that comer masses 
or separate masses must be performed, 5529 and in putting down 
the civil revolt led by religious revolutionaries, Luther’s own view 
of the church underwent a marked transformation. At first he 
had embraced a fairly free view. In the “Lectures on Romans 55 
he had spoken of the church as a persecuted remnant,^"always 
small, hiding in the world. This view points toward Sebastian 
Franck’s dissolution of any visible church. On the other hand, 
in the “Address to the German Nobility 55 he spoke in terms of 
Corpus Christianum or Volkskirche , even a Landeskirche . How¬ 
ever, in the “Right of a Congregation” he held that believers, jf 
in some new or heathen land, had a perfect right to set up their 
own organization. Here was the congregational ideal. 30 In deal¬ 
ing with the Peasant Revolt and the spread of corner meetings 
and irregular assemblies, his view changed. 31 Dissent became a 
very serious matter, a breach of brotherly relations. “Even if 
it were true that the Mass implies a good work, and Dr. Karl- 
stadt were in good blood, he would have addressed us first and 
warned, before he made such a great shame of us publicly before 
all the world.” 32 

With embittered eyes Luther watched Miintzer and Karl- 
stadt proclaim prophetic messages which confused social and 
religious issues, played havoc with the political standing of the 
cause of the Reformers in the Empire. Upon a basis of inner 
inspiration they spiritualized the sacraments, 33 preached up¬ 
heaval, and poured contempt upon him and his colleagues. The 
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Lutheran leaders then appealed more and more to the magis¬ 
trate, and in their lands the “Sakramentierer” (Zwinglians, 
Schwenckfelders, those called “Anabaptists”) were proscribed in 
a common condemnation. Apart from the doctrinal issue, the 
ethical concern of the radicals seemed to throw them into focus 
as revolutionaries and supporters of peasant and guild revolt. ^ 
Upon Luther their effect was like that of the Donatists upon 
Augustine, turning him against all dissenting movements in the 
years to come. 34 At the last Luther would not tolerate even quiet 
separations. 

The Peasant Revolt was the major turning point in the 
attitude of the dominant groups to the radicals. The spread of 
the Bible among the common people produced many literal¬ 
minded efforts to re-establish God’s law in the affairs of men. The 
confused and discrepant programs of the peasants acquired a 
Biblical coloring. While some appealed to the Law of Nature, 
many invoked the Word of God and expected support from 
Luther. 35 Late in 1524 Swabia was in ferment, and during the 
early months of 1525 the revolt spread throughout southern 
Germany. Among the Swabian peasants appeared the famous 
“Twelve Articles,” asserting historic rights diminished by the 
spread of Roman law. The peasants called for a located clergy, 
the preaching of a gospel from the Bible, congregational govern¬ 
ment. They offered, in conclusion, to surrender any point which 
could not be sustained by the Bible. 36 For long the anonymous 
“Twelve Articles” were attributed to Hiibmaier or another “Ana¬ 
baptist,” 37 and the Reformers denounced the episode as an ex¬ 
treme reading of Biblical truth. 

The Reformers were not without justification in failing to 
distinguish between economic and religious protests. As the 
movement spread northward to Thuringia thomas muntzer 
(1488-1525) came to the fore, again giving religious coloration 
to the day of upheaval and judgment. In God’s law, omnia sunt 
communia . All oppression in the world, both secular and reli¬ 
gious, was to be violently overthrown. 38 Although a propagandist 
rather than an organizer, Muntzer was in good part responsible 
for the fervor of peasant action. Luther, on his part, thought 
that the revolt was the logical outcome of the confused and ex- 
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cited prophetism with which he had three years earlier contend¬ 
ed. 39 At first the Reformer condemned the princes and lords 
whose injustices had precipitated the revolt: “Our sins are before 
God; therefore we have to fear His wrath when even a leaf 
rustles, let alone when such a multitude sets itself in motion.” 40 
But the violence of the mob alienated him, and gave cause to 
worry for the future of the entire Protestant cause. “Christians 
fight for themselves not with sword and gun, but with the Cross 
and with sufferings .... 5,41 

Events moved apace, and anarchy seemed to be at the door. 
The peasants had to be treated as robbers, said Luther, and sup¬ 
pressed for perjury (having sworn to be good subjects), rebel¬ 
lion, and blasphemy (calling themselves “Christians”). 42 The 
revolt was crushed with bloody excess — except in the domains of 
Philipp of Hesse, whose moderation slowed its development and 
eased its disappearance. Thomas Miintzer died by the sword he 
had drawn, at Miihlhausen. When, in later years, the quiet 
Brethren came before Luther’s eyes his imagination called up in 
their shadow the figure of Miintzer with the sword of Gideon. But 
the radicals with whom Luther dealt were hardly more than 
peripheral to the Anabaptist movement. Miintzer, and later Bernt 
Rothmann, were at least as “Lutheran” as they were “Anabap¬ 
tist.” Only in their initial opposition to the Mass and to infant 
baptism did they have common ground with those who came to 
be the main line of Anabaptism. As we shall see, the Anabaptists 
proper repudiated subjectivism and condemned revolution. 

Although the fascinating figure of Thomas Miintzer usually 
has claimed the center of the stage in orthodox discussion of 
“Anabaptism,” the community which Karistadt founded at 
Orlamiinde was probably of more relevance to the movement 
than the coterie of prophets which rotated about Miihlhausen. 40 
Karistadt, having lost his influence at Wittenberg after the return 
to the established order in the spring of 1522, took up residence 
outside the city as a layman and a peasant. Shortly thereafter he 
assumed the leadership of the church at Orlamiinde, and for two 
years strove to accomplish there the ethical reforms which had 
met short shrift in Wittenberg. If we are interested in a vigorous 
lay-centered ethic, then the radical efforts at Wittenberg and 
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Orlamiinde are worthy of some attention. 44 The line of attack is 
of some significance for the permanent character of Anabaptism, 
but particularly for the Lutheran Reformers’ misunderstanding 
of it. 

The records clearly show that the radicals at Wittenberg and 
Orlamiinde did not make the break from the old parish system to 
develop a strictly congregational (internal) ethic. Karlstadt was 
very little concerned with baptism and the attendant voluntarism 
on the part of adults. He read Acts to the people and spoke 
warmly of the priesthood of all believers, but went no further. In 
his system the whole question of leadership {Amt) in the church 
was interwoven with religious subjectivism. The clear lines of 
voluntary but disciplined association which marked the Swiss 
Brethren and other true Anabaptists were impossible in this con¬ 
text. In September, 1524, the experiment at Orlamiinde ended; 
Karlstadt was expelled with his family from the land, along with 
his associates. 45 After traveling for a time with Melchior 
Hofmann, he turned to vigorous literary work in South Germany 
and Switzerland. Like many others of his own and later genera¬ 
tions, Karlstadt found a professorate in Basel the fitting culmina¬ 
tion of years of active controversy. 

Luther in the meantime moved through successive disillus- 
ionments to a conservative church policy. In his early days he 
thought in terms of voluntary cells ( ej^cleswlae ) within the terri¬ 
torial church. He was unable to recruit the committed members. 
The choice then lay between the territorial churches ( Landes - 
kitchen) and separatist congregations. Luther made his choice 
for the parish ( parochia ) and denounced as “false prophets” 
those who “have gone out from us, but... are not of us” (I John 
4:1). 

There were many students and associates besides the better- 
known figures — Miintzcr, Karlstadt, Hofmann, Sebastian 
Franck, Caspar Schwenckfeld — who broke away when the great 
Reformer’s economic and ecclesiastical conservatism became 
evident. Some were lost in the swamps of speculation and chili- 
asm, “standing still’ in frustration or dying as revolutionaries. 
Others contributed an idea or practice to that movement which 
can rightly be termed “Anabaptism.” Most unfortunate is the 
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fact that Luther’s experience with the “Anabaptist” (if the 
Scwarmer may be so termed at all) was so limited, for early in 
his ministry he had favored that inner concern and discipline _ 
which marked the main line of Anabaptism. His attitude to Ana- 
baptism was molded by a succession of unfortunate events, and 
he turned from toleration through banishment to the death 
penalty for sedition and for “blasphemy” (a term which in 
pratice was largely equated with what hitherto had been called 
heresy) . 46 Thereby he gave a new turn to religious persecution by , 
directing it not against error as such so much as against the socio¬ 
logical and ecclesiastical effects. Yet we may doubt whether he 
and his colleagues would have reacted differently to more re¬ 
sponsible congregational leaders. The corner preachers and alley 
congregations of the Stille also seemed revolutionary to those who 
attached salvation to the preaching of the Word and the adminis¬ 
tration of the sacraments, for which the pulpit, the altar, and the 
font must be undisturbed. 

A number of those who broke away from Wittenberg found 
their way southward to Switzerland at one time or another. 
Mlintzer, Karlstadt, and Cellarius (Martin Borrhaus) were 
among them. In the period before the modern documentary 
studies and source books were available, it was customary to 
attribute the origin of Anabaptism in Switzerland to their influ¬ 
ence ; the point of departure in discussing Anabaptism was, there¬ 
fore, Wittenberg. 47 Gottfried Arnold, with habitual liberality, 
stated that Anabaptism had its origins in two different groups: 
first, Storch, Stubner, Cellarius, Miintzer (of Wittenberg); 
second, “Hubmeyer,” “Mantzer,” “Graebel,” Blaurock (of 
Zurich) . 48 In fact, from the earliest times the Swiss Brethren and 
Hutterites condemned the revolutionaries and dissociated them¬ 
selves from their violence. 49 Like the Dutch, they traced their 
origin to Zurich. The point of view of the historian has obviously 
for long determined the selection of the geographical point of 
origin. 50 For the time being, let us continue with the record. 
Let us be clear, however, that in the “Zwickau prophets” and 
allied spirits we have encountered a definite type of radical pro¬ 
test, a type to which we may give the name of “Maccabean” 
Christianity. 
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In Switzerland 

The function of Basel as a city of refuge has been mention¬ 
ed. From 1514 the great personality at the university was 
Erasmus. There he became the center of a vigorous humanistic 
circle, pressing study of the Bible in the original languages and 
stressing the benefits of inward religion. 51 “You may mark your 
houses, your vestments, and your churches, with the cross, as 
much as you please; but Christ will recognize no other badge than 
that which he himself prescribed, love of one another. 5552 His 
concern for the simplification of dogma and the institution led 
his students toward Anti-Trinitarianism and Anabaptism. 
Although overshadowed and embittered in later years by the 
Reformers, he remained for many the champion of a purified 
visible church. As such, his teaching affords a significant link 
between the great church and the radicals. 53 He was a hero to 
many Protestants whose ethical insistence made them discontent¬ 
ed with both Rome and Wittenberg. 

Zwingli was indebted in some respects more to Erasmus 
than to Luther. Luther’s attack on indulgences led Zwingli to 
resolve to adopt the principle of rejecting in doctrine and practice 
whatever did not conform to the Biblical pattern. He was more 
deeply concerned for the ancient and inner things of the faith 
than Luther, and his radical Biblicism moved him beyond Luther, 
who was bound more solidly to the traditions of the church. 
Zwingli was, to anticipate a later discussion, 54 far more of a 
“primitivist” than Luther. For Luther, the traditions and 
practices accumulated by the church in the post-apostolic centuries 
continued to carry a certain authority. 

The movement in Switzerland began in lay reading groups. 
In 1522 and 1523 a wave of house meetings for Bible study 
spread through the Allied District. 55 Andreas Castelberger 56 was 
leading an adult reading group in Zurich in 1522, and Johannes 
Kessler having been invited to function because of his training 
at Wittenberg — was prominent as a reader in St. Gall. The 
reading groups trained lay leaders to interpret the Bible and to 
express themselves in meeting. They were also fruitful in en¬ 
couraging Biblical radicalism among the common people. In 
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October, 1524, Kessler stopped holding private meetings at the 
request of the St. Gall Town Council, but many of the lay read¬ 
ers throughout the Swiss cities went on to become potent figures 
in the emerging Anabaptist movement. 

An impatience with the reforming leadership was first 
strongly expressed in the circle associated with Zwingli at Zurich. 
At first Zwingli had opposed infant baptism, as had also Vadian; 
because there was nothing about it in the New Testament, they 
were resolved to hold to the Biblical pattern. 57 But when it be¬ 
came evident that the gathering of a church by faith baptism and 
the maintenance of a state church were not compatible, Zwingli 
held to the latter line. Nevertheless, in his theory of spiritual 
communion only in the sacraments he remained in accord with 
the radical position and thereby permanently offended the Ger¬ 
man Reformers. 58 In the First Disputation (January 29, 1523) 
there was unity of Reformers and radicals against the Romanists. 
During the following summer Stumpf approached Zwingli on 
gathering a church of believers only. But Zwingli would have 
nothing of a “Donatist” church and answered with “he who is 
not against us is for us” and the Parable of the Tares. 59 By the 
time of the Second Disputation (October 26-28, 1523), the 
radicals were already committed to a program of the complete 
restitution of apostolic Christianity. They urgently demanded 
less compromise with the Town Council’s slow motion. 

The chief leader of the Anabaptists during this hectic period 
was conrad grebel (C. 1495-1526), 60 and with him were 
felix manz , 61 wilhelm reublin , 62 Georg Blaurock. 63 Balthasar 
Hiibmaier 64 also took a prominent part in the second Disputation, 
on the side of the radicals. Grebel and Stumpf urged complete 
abolition of the Mass without further hesitation; when the Zurich 
Town Council left the matter to the discretion of each priest, 
Stumpf resigned from the priesthood and continued as minister 
to several lay meetings. On November 3, 1523, the Council 
ordered him into exile. Zwingli picked up the theological end of 
the attack in writing and speaking; the radicals replied by mak¬ 
ing faith baptism normative. On January 21, 1525, four days 
after a Third Disputation in which Zwingli had taken the posi¬ 
tion that the initiation of children into Christianity by baptism 
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was comparable to the initiation of infants into Judaism by cir¬ 
cumcision, occurred the famous ceremony in which Grebel 
baptized Blaurock. Thereby opposition to the baptism of 
children (negative) shifted to promulgation of baptism of be¬ 
lievers (a positive program). Scriptural radicalism thus moved 
from opposition to what was outside the Bible to a positive posi¬ 
tion with large institutional consequences. On March 16, 1525, 
the Town Council decreed that all who would henceforth be 
re-baptized should be exiled. The Anabaptists, in return, nour¬ 
ished the most bitter resentment toward those who had refused 
to go the whole way on the New Testament pattern and now 
purposed to persecute those who did. They called Zwingli “more 
false than the Old Pope,” 65 and “the Zurich popular preachers 
the true anti-Christs.” 66 The breach between the party of the 
Reformers and the radical New Testament party was thus 
complete. 

The important point to emphasize is that the real issue 
here was not the act of baptism, 67 but rather a bitter and irreduci¬ 
ble struggle between two mutually exclusive concepts of the 
church. Zwingli was finally committed to the state church; and 
the continuance of the parish system and cantonal denomination¬ 
al division was implied. The Anabaptists, on the other hand, were 
out to restore apostolic Christianity. Baptism became important 
because it was the most obvious dividing line between the two 
systems, and because it afforded the authorities an excuse for 
suppressing the radicals by force. 

After Zurich came St. Gall as an important center of Ana¬ 
baptist missionary work. Lay reading groups had flourished there 
in the pre-Reformation period. Leaders were Lorenz Hochriitin- 
er 68 (who had been in Castelberger’s groups at Zurich) and Wolf¬ 
gang Schorant, called “Uolimann” (who replaced Kessler as 
leader when the latter submitted to the Council’s ruling against 
the groups). Dr. Christoph Schappeler, the probable author of 
the “Twelve Articles” of the peasants, 69 and Dr. Balthasar Hub- 
maier of Waldshut were later very active. Grebel was in St. Gall 
from March 25 to April 10, 1525, preaching and baptizing. On 
April 25, Uolimann and his associates were called before the 
Town Council and asked to desist, but they said that only by 
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Bible proof could they “stand still.” On May 12, a Disputation 
was held with Grebel’s brother-in-law, Vadian (1484-1551). 
vadian (Joachim Watt) was leader of the evangelicals. 70 
Zwingli’s book on baptism had appeared, dedicated to the bur¬ 
gomaster, councillors, and people of St. Gall. The Town Coun¬ 
cil concluded the Disputation by forbidding re-baptism and the 
separate “breaking of bread. 55 On June 5, Vadian read his com¬ 
prehensive book (now lost) against the Tauffbriider and the 
persecution began. 


Three years later (1528), when the Roman practices were 
finally ended, a synod of the state church attempted to pull to¬ 
gether some of the lessons learned in dealing with the Ana¬ 
baptists. Meeting at Rheineck and led by Dominic Zili, the synod 
decided to adopt church discipline as found in Matthew 18 and 
I Corinthians 5. This obvious attempt to match the Anabaptist 
organizational intensity failed, as did also Oecolampadius 5 simi¬ 
lar effort at Basel. 71 Thus, while the Anabaptist meetings were 
suppressed and two hundred men were sworn in as special police 
to suppress the movement, the first of a series of notable attempts 
was made to adapt to the state church some of the lessons of the 
Free Church way. Meanwhile, the leaders of the Anabaptist 
movement were exilfcd and their followers terrorized. 72 The res¬ 
titution of primitive Christianity was to be accompanied by per¬ 
secution such as the Early Church had borne. The Anabaptists 
were not slow to point out the double parallelism. 

Among other Swiss cities, Bern is especially interesting. The 
large majority of American Mennonites in the first immigrations 
were descended from Swiss Brethren families of Canton Bern. 
The Town Council had early ordered scriptural preaching, but 
the Roman rites were not abolished for several years. Various 
Disputations were held between the Brethren and the representa¬ 
tives of the state church (notably Berthold Haller 73 and Hof- 
meister of Schaffhausen ) . A famous meeting was held at 
Zofingen, July 1-9, 1532, in which the radicals held to their New 
Testament radicalism — including ordination by the local con¬ 
gregation, purified and disciplined. The authorities on the other 
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hand asserted the necessity for state control of ordination. 74 The 
radicals disapproved of serfdom; the authorities connected them 
with the Peasant Revolt. In general, the Bern Council tried at 
first to follow the more moderate policy of Strassburg: tolerating 
those outside of conventicles and exiling those organized in 
protest. But finally oaths to obey the Council were exacted of all 
under suspicion, and special police were constituted to hound 
into exile or death all those who would not conform. 75 

Basel, through the influence of Erasmus and Amerbach, was 
for many a city of refuge. In due time we find there Curione, 76 
Castellio (unwelcome in Geneva), Ccllarius, Hans Denck (who 
died there), Karlstadt, and finally the “Anabaptist flamingo” 
David Joris. 77 Oecolampadius arrived there in November, 1522, 
and in the same year Erich Hugwald, a professor at the universi¬ 
ty, wrote a book against infant baptism. The first Anabaptist 
congregation was gathered by Anabaptist missioners in August, 
1525. Their “wincklechtige Versammlung” included Hochriit- 
iner and Hugwald, the latter a friend of Miintzer. 78 The First 
Basel Disputation was held in August, 1525, with Johannes 
oecolampadius (1482-1531) leading the Reformers’ party; 
the results were inconclusive. 79 On July 6, 1526, the Council 
forbade re-baptism and ordered infant baptism. On June 10, 
1527, a Second Disputation was held, but no record survives. On 
March 14, 1528, a law was made that all Taujer not forsaking 
their errors should be fined five pounds; those giving them hos¬ 
pitality were to be similarly penalized. In February, 1529, the 
party of the Reformers seized control of the city by force of arms 
and abolished the Roman rites. From this point on the controls 
grew more hostile to the Anabaptists and finally all property in 
their name was subject to confiscation. 

With persecution increasing in the various Swiss cantons, 80 
the Brethren began to spill over into the Tyrol to the southeast, 
Moravia to the east, and north into South Germany. Missioners 
had travelled widely from the first, 81 and the movement con¬ 
tinued to grow even under persecution. Family migrations be¬ 
came frequent. A center had already developed in Waldshut, 
just across the border. There delegates had gathered in 1524 in 
Hubmaier’s home and agreed upon a statement of faith and 
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polity. 82 At Easter time, 1525, Wilhelm Reublin was there 
preaching and baptizing. Hiibmaier and sixty parishioners were 
re-baptized, and about three hundred eventually followed suit. 
balthaser hubmaier ( ? -1528) had taken over from the 
early Zwingli the belief in an allgemeine Kirche und Einzelkirche, 
both visible and resting upon a clear confession of faith — “visi¬ 
ble community and not (just) imagined.” 83 This belief was 
translated into definite form at Waldshut, although Hiibmaier’s 
predilection to mysticism forbade his conceding more than earthly 
authority to the congregation. 84 Upon accepting faith baptism 
as a visible sign of the restored Christian Community, Hubmaier 
resigned as priest and immediately was re-elected as minister by 
the congregation. 85 This is a most significant point in Anabaptist 
history, for it marked the beginning of the congregational princi¬ 
ple of government. In the Swiss cities small congregations had 
been gathered; at Waldshut an evangelical congregation was won 
over bodily to Anabaptism. The break came so clearly in Wald¬ 
shut because the town was in Roman Catholic territory and 
there was not the delaying factors which in Zurich and other 
evangelical cities prevented an early and complete break with a 
“Protestant” state-church pattern. Hiibmaier’s career in Wald¬ 
shut and the life of the Anabaptist congregation were cut short 
by the arrival of Austrian military forces. The leader escaped 
on December 5, 1525, spent a short time in the Zurich jail, and 
the next month made his way to Nikolsburg. 86 

When Disputations and lesser compulsions failed to produce 
conformity, the cities resorted to harsher measures. A wave of 
banishments spread out from Zurich and other cities. In March, 
1525, Grebel, Manz, Blaurock, and many others were imprisoned 
for life on bread and water; they were released only through 
the intervention of Jakob Grebel (father of Conrad and a town 
leader), and forced into exile. On the same day, drowning was 
proclaimed as penalty for re-baptism, without trial or hearing. 
On August 11, 1527, a meeting was called by the Zurich Town 
Council, with representatives of Ulm and Augsburg present as 
well as those from Bern, Basel, Schaffhausen, Chur, Appenzell, 
and St. Gall. The delegates agreed upon a policy for suppression 
of the Anabaptist movement. To enforce their commitments the 
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cities gradually took up the policy of using special police (Tauf - 
erjager). By the time the Roman Catholic (imperial) policy 
was formulated at Speyer in 1529, many Protestant lands were 
already enforcing exile and death against the radical movement. 

In the meantime the movement was spreading rapidly 
throughout South Germany and continuing underground in 
Switzerland. Persecution of the groups and killing of their lead¬ 
ership did not halt the expansion. The gathering of small con¬ 
gregations by believer’s baptism went on apace, and Anabaptism 
spread in many areas closed to Protestant state churches by 
their acceptance of the principle of territorialism. The Anabap¬ 
tists represent thereby an early Protestant vision of a world mis¬ 
sion unrestricted by territorial limitations, and in a unique fashion 
foreshadow the later concept of the church as a community of 
missionary people. “Their presupposition is the little band of 
elect, which is something quite other than a conventicle. It is the 
first understanding which encompasses the whole world, pressing 
on to the true church at the end of time. This little band shall 
tomorrow give the whole earth a new order. The Anabaptists 
[. Schwdrmer ] believe in the totality of their church.” 87 

At this time the Roman Catholics and Reformers were still 
thinking in terms of the church pattern of the Middle Ages: 
religion was a certain phase of civilization, controlled and 
bounded by the agreement of princes. The Reformers held 
generally that the Great Commission was binding only upon the 
New Testament apostles, while the Anabaptists (Taufer) made 
it fundamental to their whole attack. 88 

In South Germany and Strassburg 

Some of the Swiss radicals declared that the True Church 
was to be gathered in spirit and in truth, “and shall not be 
bound, as Israel, by proof texts and ceremonies.” 89 From the 
time of the early meetings on the free spirit revealed by this pas¬ 
sage was contending with the Biblicism which we have seen ex¬ 
pressed in other situations. Individuals and groups were not 
immediately clear as to the implications of such conflicting posi¬ 
tions: all weapons were welcomed in the first fight against the 
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standing order. In a comparatively short time, however, the 
tensions were resolved in most quarters and an Anabaptist con¬ 
gregational life of discipline and integrity was established. The 
focal centers for many of the conflicting tendencies in the radical 
movement, the points where the tensions were resolved in a 
final fashion, were the Imperial Cities of South Germany and 
especially Strassburg. 

Students of the Swiss Brethren have noted their strong ex¬ 
pectancy of the end of the world. 90 In this atmosphere certain 
types of prophetism and spirit possession could easily flower. 
With savage persecution launched against dissent, the chiliastic 
tendencies in early Anabaptist thought were augmented. Re¬ 
vivalist symptoms showed on occasion, with dancing, acting like 
children and speaking with tongues. 91 In the South German 
cities, the preaching of Hans Hut also made itself felt, and added 
to the already electric atmosphere. There was a vigorous Karl- 
stadt/Miintzer circle at Niirnberg in the fall of 1524. 92 In this 
city the prophet Augustin Bader gathered a little following, 
looking toward the coming Kingdom on earth. His short-lived 
effort reveals the chiliastic note which became fairly common in 
certain persecuted groups: With the new age “the new under¬ 
standing of the Scriptures would be spiritually revealed through 
Christ, as he had previously done in the flesh. Then would all 
outer sacraments be rooted out, and there would be no baptism 
but affliction, no altar but Christ, no church but the community 
of believing men. And all that would come and be fulfilled by 
him, who had revealed and opened that [fact] to the prophet 
previous to the [written] word. And in this revolution Christ 
would spiritually teach what one should do or not do.” 93 

For a time also Augsburg was the center of Anabaptism in 
South Germany, during the years when Hans Denck was the 
most forceful leader. On August 20, 1527, the famous Martyr 
Synod was held there, with most of the prominent leaders pres¬ 
ent. 94 Denck apparently presided, and is credited with turning 
Hut away from chiliasm, although Denck’s own dependence 
upon the Inner Word led him back into individual radicalism in 
a few months. 95 The ideological incoherences among the early 
leaders and groups all showed themselves during this period: 
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nonresistance and revolution, quiet eschatology and chiliasm, 
Inner Word and Biblicism, Anti-Trinitarianism and orthodoxy, 
prophetism and synodical discipline. 

In Strassburg we see the various streams converge and sep¬ 
arate as nowhere else. Because of its generally liberal policy, 
Strassburg became the meeting place of the Left Wing leaders, 
the point where the several issues were joined between the Ana¬ 
baptists and other radical groups. Not only was it a bridge 
between the Lutheran and Reformed teaching, but also between 
the several early groupings of what was ambiguously termed 
“Anabaptism.” 96 Storch was there in 1524, leaving a little group 
of chiliasts. Others who met and worked in Strassburg include 
Gross, Marpeck, Sattler, Denck, Servetus, Hetzer, Hofmann, 
Joris, Franck, Schwenckfeld, Biinderlin, Widemann. 97 Jakob 
Kautz of Worms and Wilhelm Reublin co-operated in a Disputa¬ 
tion with the authorities on January 15, 1529. Here Marpeck 
disputed with the theologians before his banishment. From 
Strassburg came the counsel which Philipp of Hesse sought in 
his encounter with Tesch and Rinck. 

Of the men who made Strassburg their headquarters, none 
showed more clearly the centrifugal factors in early Anabaptism 
than melchior hofmann (1495-154*3). 98 Hofmann was with 
Nikolaus von Amsdorf (1483-1565) at Wittenberg. During 
the debate on the Lord’s Supper between Luther and Karlstadt 
he presented his own peculiar views and was alienated from the 
Lutherans. At first he became attached to Thomas Mlintzer. 
On leaving Wittenberg, he remained at first in the north. His 
standing was still ambiguous enough so that he could go as 
Lutheran preacher to Stockholm (with Knipperdollinck, later 
a leader in the Munster “Kingdom”). From'there he went to 
Kiel, where his Docetic teaching on the person of Jesus Christ, 
along with other doctrinal deviations, found him out. His 
preaching and writings led to a bitter polemical exchange with 
Amsdorf 99 and permanent alienation from the Wittenbergers. 
He disputed repeatedly the doctrine of the real presence in the 
bread and wine, he proclaimed strongly millenarian views of 
the coming Kingdom, he expounded a heretical Christology (that 
Jesus passed through Mary like water through a tube). For a 
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time Hofmann worked beside Campanus and then Karlstadt; 
his wide travels and prophetic fervor brought together many little 
groups, awaiting the signal for the New Age. The time never 
came, although he set a date for it. When his followers in the 
Netherlands were persecuted, he instructed them to “stand still 55 
for two years (Ezra 4:24), and himself turned southward to 
Strassburg. There he was greeted as a prophet by a little inspired 
circle, but in a short time was called for a Disputation (June 3-15, 
1533) and imprisoned for life. By the time he deceased (1543), 
sick and forgotten, the Kingdom which he had forecast had come 
and gone and left a trail of broken dreams and tortured bodies 
behind it. The New Jerusalem (Munster, 1533-1535) owed 
much, in both ideology and personnel, to Melchior Hofmann 
and the “Melchiorites. 55100 

Strassburg groups were acquainted, therefore, with the 
revolutionary accent which was found among certain leaders and 
groups generally called “Anabaptist. 55 It was also in Strassburg 
that another centrifugal tendency in the movement was met and 
reduced: the authority of the Inner Word. The men of the 
Inner Word (Spiritualisten ) 101 take their place with other leaders 
of Anabaptist thought during the inchoate period. They could 
appeal to Luther, who in his early days made much of the way 
Paul and Augustine pitted the spirit against the letter. Yet 
for Luther, the inner was impossible without the outer. He vig¬ 
orously rejected the Zwickau prophets for their separation be¬ 
tween inspiration and the historic revelation of the Word. The 
theme of the Wittenberg radicals was taken up again by later 
Anabaptists, with interpretations of the Inner Word ranging 
from identification with the Funklein of the medieval mystics 
(Hans Denck) to dreams and visions (Hofmann). Among the 
more notable spiritualizers were hans denck (c. 1500-1527) 102 
(who was considered the leader of the South German Breth¬ 
ren during the first half-decade); ludwig hetzer (c. 1500- 
1529) ; 103 Johannes bunderlin (1499-1533) ; 104 Sebastian 
Franck (1499-1543) ; 105 Caspar schwenckfeld (1489- 
1561) ; 106 Gabriel Ascherham ( ? -1545). 107 

The Spiritualisten are one of the definite types of sixteenth- 
century radical Protestantism, and are a recurring phenomenon 
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to this day. They shared with the Anabaptists the general vision 
of Early Church, Fall, and Restitution. But their vision of the 
Restitution was not the gathering anew of the Christian Com¬ 
munity of New Testament discipline and integrity, at least not 
without special commission to a prophet from God. Rather, 
looking to the New Age of the Spirit, they condemned all sectari¬ 
anism and compulsion (including the Ban). 

Only the free, nonsectarian, non-partisan Christianity ... is 
from God, and its piety is not bound to sect, time, station, law, 
person or party. (Franck) 

The church is not another compulsion fastened on this or that 
territory, whether Rome, Wittenberg or somewhere else . . . yes, 
whether tied to Pope, Luther or Anabaptist. (Schwenckfeld ) 108 

We pray [God] also for all good-hearted men, who hunger and 
thirst after thy divine righteousness . 109 

They desired to be reckoned as nonsectarians (parteilos), and 
worshiped the tolerant (unpartheyisch) God. 

The true inner word is one eternal and almighty power of 
God, identical in men and God, and accomplishes all things . 110 

But what man preaches is only the sign or symbol of truth. 
The Eternal Word will not be read or preached; the solitary man 
will be assured of it in the abyss of the soul by God, and it will be 
inscribed on a human heart by the finger of God . 111 

Jacob Kautz (c. 1500-1533?) 112 said at Worms: 

The word that we verbalize/read/write is not the living/ 
eternal Word of God/ but only a symbol and sign of the inner by 
which it makes outward appearance. No outward word or sign or 
Sacrament/ also no outer office has this power/ for it strengthens 
and comforts the inner man. . . . 

Therefore Gottfried Arnold, not unsympathetic, judged that 
Kautz was guilty — as accused — of saying that “man must 
hear not only God’s word [the Bible]/ but also the special revela¬ 
tion of God [sonderbare Offenbarung]/ and of course man must 
recognize and listen to the Voice of God himself. . . .” 113 This 
was the doctrine which led Luther to fear and condemn “die 
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himmlischen Propheten”; what Luther never realized was that 
the doctrine here expressed came to be feared and condemned by 
responsible Anabaptist leaders also. 

The testimony of the men of the Inner Word was never to 
produce a coherent church life in their generation. Essentially, 
they had neither doctrine of the church nor practice of its life. 
Their uneasiness concerning the increment of the ages might 
produce a general renunciation of institutional life, or it might 
produce indifference to “forms” (as among many of their fol¬ 
lowers who never left the state church). They hung in the mid¬ 
dle world “beyond good and evil,” in which they neither made 
nor had to justify the sort of choices which beset any group living 
in the world. Denck is reported to have regretted at the end that 
he had ever given enough importance to outward form to re¬ 
baptize. 114 “All true ‘Christians,’ that is all men who are inspired 
in truth by the Spirit, ‘are one in God with Christ.’ ” 116 Although 
Biinderlin was baptized and participated in the Augsburg Synod 
of 1527, under Denck, he came at last to oppose Anabaptism 
and all other “forms.” 116 “For him even the Church is an inner, 
purely spiritual collection of men who may be a thousand miles 
and further from each other.” 117 

Franck and Schwenckfeld both believed that the True 
Church was irrevocably lost unless a prophet appeared who was 
especially commissioned to gather in the faithful. Although they 
both had little bands of followers, Franck and Schwenckfeld are 
therefore to be strongly distinguished from those groups which 
undertook the responsibility of making a new beginning in 
church life and piloting it through the whirlpools of historical 
existence. 

The radical individualism of the spiritualizes constituted, 
in fact, a fundamentally different view of the church and Chris¬ 
tian history from that of the Taufer . 118 Nevertheless, the evi¬ 
dence does not warrant cutting them off from our discussion of 
the Anabaptists. On the contrary, it appears that in every center 
of the Left Wing there was an early tension between those whose 
uneasiness regarding historic “forms” led them away from com¬ 
munity in a concrete sense, and those who moved forward and 
gathered a people on a New Testament basis. At the first level, 
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the revolutionaries (“Maccabeans”) and Spiritualisten have the 
same relevance to the emerging Anabaptist congregations. As 
opposing claimants and centrifugal forces in the movement they 
competed, in the name of a general world change, with those who 
viewed the world with pessimism but the “True Church” with 
hope. The Anabaptist view of the church was shaped not only 
by external pressures (persecution), but in a mortal struggle 
with those internal tendencies which would have destroyed any 
organized life at all. This situation affords a marked parallel to 
that in the Early Church, where also the compulsion of a fresh 
spiritual experience produced in its extreme moments a type of 
prophetism which had to be suppressed to save the life of the or¬ 
ganized congregations. Or, to put it another way, the reversion 
of various radical groups to the life of the Early Church was at 
first a return to its eschatological atmosphere as well as to its 
ethical disciplines. 

The revolutionary and spiritualizing tendencies went spin¬ 
ning ahead through the years, and to a certain extent represent 
permanent challenges to effectively organized “sectarian Prot¬ 
estantism.” What the Reformers seldom realized, and their filial 
•historians have across generations been slow to grasp, is that the 
Anabaptists also dealt conclusively — and without persecution — 
with the same threats to the integrity of the congregations. The 
main-line Anabaptist groups challenged and defeated revolu¬ 
tionary and spiritualizing elements in the Left Wing. To a 
goodly extent that joining of issues and final victory was the 
contribution of pilgrim marpeck ( ? -1556), who has been 
termed “the greatest of the South German and Swiss Anabaptist 
leaders.” 119 Marpeck was a layman, an engineer, and for a time 
managed the wood supply of the city of Strassburg. Banished 
after a dispute with Butzer (December, 1531), he adopted 
Augsburg as his headquarters and for decades labored among 
the South German Brethren congregations. 

Marpeck’s view of the True Church was vigorously coven¬ 
anted, continuing the Biblical insistence first articulated in Mich¬ 
ael Sattler’s “Seven Articles” of Schleitheim (15 2 7). 120 For 
centuries Marpeck’s work was not properly evaluated, for the 
writings in which he expressed his church view were early sup- 
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pressed; only recently have they been rediscovered in part. With 
a strong sense of the meaning of history, Marpeck became in¬ 
volved in disputes not only with the Reformers but with 
Schwenckfeld. As vigorously as he criticized the Reformers’ ac¬ 
ceptance of the medieval parish system, just as vigorously he 
condemned the spiritualizing and individualistic thrust in 
Schwenckfeld. “It was against him that Pilgram Marpeck 
wrote his great polemic writing in 1542, this most thorough and 
most profound debate of Anabaptism with all those who wanted 
to look at Christianity only from the pleasant and friendly side.” 
So concludes a contemporary Mennonite scholar. Marpeck wrote 
in his Verantwortung: “Schwenckfeld teaches only the inward 
experience and the transfigured, glorified, unsuffering Christ in 
Heaven, and not the suffering one on Earth, yea, he teaches only 
the Word of his glory and splendor, and not of his cross and 
affliction as he bore it before his transfiguration and ascension 
and as it is still today fitting for his unglorified body to bear.” 121 

The polemical exchange between Marpeck and Schwenck¬ 
feld ran from letters into books over many years, and resulted in 
the Vermanung (long lost, but recently rediscovered), 122 the 
Verantwortung (three copies extant, in Zurich, Munich, and 
Olmiitz), 123 and the Testamentserlauterung (lost, partially pieced 
together by Loserth). 124 On Schwenckfeld’s part we have a 
number of letters and books, including Judicium de Anabaptistis 
( 1529) 125 and Uber das neu Buechlin der Taujjbrueder (called 
“Juditium,” 1542). 126 Schwenckfeld was in the meantime 
banned by the Brethren for refusing to adopt believers’ baptism, 
which — with the Ban — he termed a new captivity of the 
conscience. 127 

About June, 1529, Schwenckfeld wrote Das noch heut kain 
Apostolische kirch seie von den Paulinischen und Apostolischen 
Christen, 128 and this theme continued in his writings throughout 
the years. Marpeck and his associates replied that Schwenckfeld 
would not have been satisfied with Christ’s church if he had been 
contemporary with Him, and maintained that believers’ baptism 
and spiritual government were Biblical ordinances given by 
Christ for the maintenance of His church. The Anabaptists not 
only repudiated the vision of the New Age of the Spirit, but they 
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felt that “standing still” in the face of persecution was a sign of 
moral cowardice. As they saw, the Spiritualisten were as dan¬ 
gerous to the existence of a vigorous voluntary association on the 
one side as the state-church Reformers and their civil authorities 
were on the other. 

Not only did the dispute of Marpeck with Schwenckfeld 
clear the air and define the relations of Anabaptism to the spiritu¬ 
alizes, but the disputes w r ith the Strassburg Reformes led to 
important results. Indeed, Anabaptism had its own effect upon 
the Strassburg Reformers and their organized church life. 129 The 
leades of the Reformation in that city never represented the same 
hard hostility to sectarian ideas as did the men of Wittenberg and 
Zurich. Nor did they pesecute as quickly. For a time the city 
leaders, especially Matthaus Zell and Jakob Sturm, stood for a 
broad and tolerant policy. Cellarius (1499-1564), 130 won away 
from Luther by Storch, had considerable influence upon his 
friend Wolfgang Capito (1478-1541) ; 131 the writings of the latter 
showed Anabaptist tendencies. Capito was also friendly to Mar- 
peck, and for a time moderated Butzer’s hostility to the radicals. 
Martin Butzer himself doubted infant baptism at first, but finally 
accepted the magistrate’s orders. In his views of the Lord’s 
Supper, Butzer leaned toward the Swiss, and he wanted a stronger 
congregational discipline. Although he was a successful agent of 
Philipp of Hesse in reconverting Anabaptists, Butzer never fully 
cleared his mind of a connection between the nonrevolutionary 
Taufer and the revolutionaries. To Marpeck, in one of his three 
Disputations, he said: “The reason you don’t drive and harass 
us physically is because you don’t have the power. I doubt not 
that if you had, then the spirit which always brings up something 
new in your midst would soon teach that we should all be killed. 
An Anabaptist said just this to Capito and me right here in our 
faces, that we would compel them to use the sword, that a time 
would yet come when they would use such against all the god¬ 
less.” 132 Butzer’s attack led to the expulsion of Marpeck from 
Strassburg. He defined the city’s policy toward Hofmann. His 
attack was generally slow and moderate, but persistent. 133 And he 
was not averse to learning from the Anabaptists, particularly on 
the matter of church cJiscpiline. 
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Mass was not abolished in Strassburg until February 20, 
1529, and complete reorganization of the church was postponed 
until 1534. Although there were mandates against giving shelter 
and food to Anabaptists in 1527 and 1530, banishment was not 
introduced as a general practice until 1538. It was the experi¬ 
ence with Melchoir Hofmann — and after that, the Munster 
episode — which put iron into the situation, and gave Butzer 
a lever for persuading the more reluctant Capito against the 
various radical groups. Although the South German Brethren 
(like the Swiss, Hutterites, and Dutch) vigorously protested that 
they repudiated the violence of the revolutionaries, especially in 
the Peasant Revolt and at Munster, they were finally made liable 
to drowning if they returned a third time to the city. It should 
be said in conclusion, however, that the laws were more stern 
than the policy, for important Anabaptist synods met in Strass¬ 
burg in 1555 and 1557. 


REVOLUTION 

In tracing the Anabaptist experience in South Germany and 
in Strassburg, we came naturally to speak of those centrifugal 
factors which threatened during the first decade (1524-1535) 
to break the movement into ineffectual fragments. We have 
seen how religious individualism constituted a real threat, in the 
emancipated Christianity of the Spiritualisten. In this connection 
should be mentioned also the sympathizers, those who remained 
in the territorial churches to avoid separation and persecution; 
it has been estimated that in some areas half or more of the move¬ 
ment “stood still” in conventicles, although only in Hesse was 
there a successful policy of reincorporating ex-Anabaptists as a 
kind of voluntary movement within the territorial church. Groups 
which submitted in this fashion should perhaps be regarded as 
“prc-Pietist.” 134 The other major threat from within appeared 
in the form of prophetism and chiliasm, and these elements grew 
to tragic proportions with the increase of persecution in the latter 
half of the first decade. 
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The “Maccabean” Type of Radical 

There are various ways in which the creative tension between 
the “church” and the “world” may be reduced. The fashion in 
which the Miinsterites, with their foreshortened eschatology, re¬ 
solved the matter is instructive in the history of the gathering 
of the Anabaptist congregations. This tension, which is essen¬ 
tially a permanent problem for the church so long as the present 
world endures, can be resolved by a latitudinarian relaxation of 
the boundary between the church and the world. This is the 
standing peril to the established churches. On the other hand, 
the tension can be reduced by a theocratic attempt of the elect 
to gain control of the centers of power (usually by a revolution 
colored by intensely apocalyptic preachment) and to govern the 
world as though it were the church. This latter line is evident 
in the religious revolutionaries of the sixteenth century. 

The Munster episode has, it is true, only secondary signifi¬ 
cance in a historical survey of Anabaptism, and we refer to it in 
parenthetical fashion. But there were other revolutionary at¬ 
tempts in the North German and Dutch strongholds of Mel- 
chiorite teaching. 135 Further, the revolutionary motif is a logical 
outworking of certain “enthusiastic” tendencies to be noted 
among several significant leaders — especially hans hut 
( ? -1527) and Melchior Hofmann. 136 Hofmann we have 
reviewed. Hut also stands as a significant bridge between revolu¬ 
tionaries and Stille in the pre-Munster period of the movement. 

The chiliastic note which marked Miintzer’s call to revolu¬ 
tion did not die out with him. Hans Hut, 137 a book peddlar and 
lay preacher, had been won to the revolutionary party at Wit¬ 
tenberg and became a prophet of the last times. “They also 
held that in a short time Christ would come again to earth and 
institute an historical rule and would bestow upon them the 
sword of righteousness (as they call it), to root out and destroy 
all magistrates and those who did not accept re-baptism and were 
not related to their Band.” 138 Thus was it reported of his fol¬ 
lowers. Hut traveled widely in South Germany, baptizing thous¬ 
ands and proclaiming the speedy invasion of the Turks, a time of 
persecution and revolution, followed by Christ’s reign upon 
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earth. 139 The ideas took different phrasing among different 
groups, but the tone and intention remained constant. At the 
time of His Coming, the dead are to rise up and “establish the 
reign of God here on this earth; but heaven and earth will at 
the same time be made new.” 140 Another said of the end of the 
world: “then would the righteous who yet remained, come 
together from all the ends of the earth in the twinkling of an eye, 
and slay all the godless who yet lived; one would slay a thousand 
and another ten thousand; such triumph would be given by God 
to his own. . . .” 141 

After the collapse of the Peasant Revolt, Hut met with other 
leaders in Hans Denck’s house in Augsburg (1527); there he 
pledged to repudiate the sword, 142 but did not change from the 
excited eschatology and wide missionary preaching which marked 
his work. In May of 1527 he participated in a dispute with 
Hiibmaier at Nikolsburg, 143 a dispute which helped initiate the 
split between “Schwertler” and “Stabler” in Moravian Anabap¬ 
tism. That autumn Hut was burned to death, apparently in at¬ 
tempting an escape from the jail in Augsburg. But in three short 
years he had left a permanent mark upon the thinking of the 
South Germans and Hutterites. 144 

The eschatology represented by Hut and Hofman took con¬ 
crete expression in the stand and fall of the Davidic realm at 
Munster. The incident demonstrates the tremendous pull upon 
all highly expectant movements: to release the tension, to press 
ahead bitterly, and at whatever cost to realize the dream. 

The Davidic Realm at Munster (1534-1535) 

Johannes campanus (c. 1500-1575) has been termed the 
father of the Munster restitution. Campanus was a follower of 
Hofmann and the head of the group called “the Wassenburger 
preachers.” 145 He was a friend of Georg Witzel (1501-1573), 146 
whose primitivist thought structure was basic in his many writings 
as evangelical and Roman Catholic. Witzel put in dramatic 
fashion the vision of the Fall and Restitution of the church; Cam¬ 
panus popularized the church view involved. From Campanus 
these ideas were picked up in RoFs Die Sloiel van dat Secreet des 
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Nachtmaels and Rothmann’s Restitution rechter und gesunder 
christlicher Lehre. bernt rothmann (c. 1494-1535), who 
represented the Lutheran cause for Munster in the Schmalkald 
League, was the leading preacher at Munster during the rise and 
collapse of the revolution. Rothmann moved away from Luth¬ 
eran doctrine to adopt a Zwinglian view of the Lord’s Supper, 147 
and then came to repudiate infant baptism. 148 Shortly there¬ 
after one of Hofmann’s missionaries, Jan Matthysz, arrived in the 
city and assumed as prophet an increasing authority in the town 
affairs. The split of Lutheran and radical parties rapidly wid¬ 
ened beyond repair, and Rothmann joined the latter in deter¬ 
mination to gather “the believers in a holy community separated 
from the unbelieving godless.” 149 This meant that those who 
wouldn’t join would have to be expelled from the city; here is 
introduced a new element not faced by a voluntary congregation 
as such. The logic of the position was recognized: “The Lord 
God would here rule the city and the godless would be thrown 
out.” 160 

At this point we see appearing in revolutionary circles, as 
before at Anabaptist Waldshut, the possibility of a combina¬ 
tion of church as voluntary association and yet coterminous with 
the political community. At Waldshut, however, strict volun¬ 
taryism was maintained; at Munster the revolutionaries intro¬ 
duced a new element of compulsion against the unbaptized. The 
idea spread throughout North Germany and the Lowlands that 
Munster was the Key City of the New Age. The communism 
which began “unter Freunden ” in imitation of the Early Church 
assumed a larger significance in the following January (1534), 
when it was made controlling for all inhabitants of the city. The 
second prophet (Jan of Leyden) had meanwhile arrived, and the 
city was proclaimed the New Jerusalem. 

The word spread rapidly throughout the northern cities that 
the time was at hand which the prophets had declared. The 
144,000 were to be gathered in. 151 A book of baptisms was kept, 
probably the first covenant-book of believers. 152 From many 
Melchiorite centers — Deventer, Zwolle, Amsterdam, Leyden 
— groups started out by land or water. 153 Colporteurs and mis¬ 
sioned traveled through the North German and Dutch cities. 
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In October the Book of Wrath (van der Wrake) was released 
to arouse all neighboring fraternal peoples to usher in the New 
Age, overthrow the Babylonian tyranny, slay the godless. They 
should let fall the mild weapons of the apostles and seize the 
armor of David! 154 Under Jan of Leyden (“King David” as of 
August 31, 1534), the crest of the city displayed a globe. 155 The 
prophet proclaimed that after the time of suffering and revolu¬ 
tion, the messianic age would arrive. 

Only Philipp of Hesse, among the political authorities, was 
prepared to attempt a discussion aimed at winning the Miinster- 
ites from their errors, and his emissary was greeted with the 
words: “If you have been sent by the Father you may sit down 
among my prophets, but if you come from men then stand over 
there.” 156 The Kingdom was beset by combined Roman Catholic 
and Protestant troops, betrayed from within, and destroyed with 
the most ferocious cruelty. The iron cages in which the bodies of 
“King David,” Knipperdollinck, and Krechting were placed after 
torture still hang on the tower of St. Lambert’s Church. 

Two radical departures taken during the time of rapid 
social movement at Munster deserve special attention: commun¬ 
ism and polygamy^. As to communism, Social Democratic his¬ 
torians have suggested that the economic policy at Munster was 
occasioned by the siege and should be considered parallel to 
rationing in the Paris Commune. 157 This will hardly bear 
analysis, however, for the practice was begun six months before 
the siege started, during the hot glow of successful revolutionary 
administration. Miinsterite communism was an expression of 
religious conviction rather than economic necessity. 158 It resulted 
from a combination of admiration for the Early Church and a 
radical interpretation of the Love Feast. 159 

In the matter of polygamy, the problem is more obscure. 
When we put beside the system at Munster the bigamy of Philipp 
of Hesse and Henry VIII, we might be led to suppose that Prot¬ 
estantism was remarkably indecisive on sexual ethics. Remember, 
however, that the Reformers had just dealt a mortal blow to a 
most general adjustment on sex: monasticism. Men who had 
made such a break might falter in shaping a new ethic . There 
were two noteworthy scriptural arguments for polygamy: first, 
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the New Testament forbids divorce but is silent on polygamy; 
second, by special revelation God permitted polygamy to the 
patriarchs, and might under similar conditions approve the in¬ 
stitution among later servants. 160 The Munster attitude is a 
curious combination of asceticism and laxity. Extramarital 
relations were strongly condemned and within wedlock sexual 
relations were restricted to propagation. But marriage was ex¬ 
panded to permit more than one partner. This solution may have 
been precipitated by the large plurality of women within the 
city, but no doubt Old Testament influence was paramount. The 
command to be fruitful and multiply must be obeyed. 161 The 
orthodox Reformers, who on occasion condoned bigamy, and the 
Roman Catholics, who collected taxes on concubinage, however, 
were scarcely in a position to cast stones. 

Persecution Intensified 

The unsavory series of events at Munster had permanent 
consequences. The orthodox felt themselves more justified than 
ever in identifying Anabaptism with revolution, an interpreta¬ 
tion which has continued among Lutheran, Reformed, and 
Catholic filial historians down to the twentieth century. The 
civil authorities intensified their repression of any person who 
failed to submit to the rules of the establishment where he resided. 
Only in Moravia and Hesse were the quiet Anabaptists spared 
the most brutal penalties. 162 

n 

AN UNUSUAL CASE: 

THE TOLERANCE OF PHILIPP OF HESSE 

PHILIPP OF HESSE (1509-1567 ) 163 affords one of the very 
few examples of a tolerating ruler in an age of almost unrelieved 
brutality against religious nonconformists. To appreciate the 
quality of his restraint, we must remind ourselves that t he crue l¬ 
ti es perpetrated in that age in the name of religion are equ aled 
today only by the political totalitarians . When Michael Sattler, 

defenseless Christian and author of the first Anabaptist confession 
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of faith, was martyred in Rottenburg am Neckar the sentence of 
condemnation ordered: “That Michael should be led to the 
marketplace, his tongue cut off, his body tom six times with 
glowing tongs and still living thrust into a fire and burnt to 
powder. 5 ’ 164 Although the Imperial Mandates, the practices of 
his fellow princes, and the warnings of most of the professional 
theologians all combined to compel the death penalty, Philipp 
would have none of it. 


Refusal to Put Dissenters to Death 

His sister, the Duchess Elisabeth of Saxony, wrote him (Sep¬ 
tember 24, 1530) to warn him of the threat of “the common 
man, 55 and said that “the rumor was rife that the Anabaptists 
were growing around him and would again revolt. 55165 Philipp 
stayed with his conviction: “Up to this time we cannot find it in 
our conscience to judge someone with the sword for his faith, 
where we have no other adequate evidence of uprising. For 
when this interpretation were held then we could not tolerate 
Jews or Papists, who blaspheme against Christ most of all. 55166 

The theologians of Wittenberg, Liineburg, Tubingen wrote 
him briefs to justify the use of the death penalty. 167 Philipp pre¬ 
ferred the moderate judgment of the professors in his own uni¬ 
versity. In his last vidll and testament, Philipp admonished his 
sons to uphold the Augsburg Confession, the Concord of Witten¬ 
berg, and to fight for a reunited Christendom. He went on to 
write: “The Anabaptists are not all alike, therefore our sons 
shall order the educated to see if they can’t win them away from 
their sects. ... To kill anybody because he’s of false belief, this 
we have never done and wish also to warn our sons against it.” 168 

The Taufer missioners declared that the New Testament 
method of preaching and letter-writing was the only proper way 
to spread the faith. They further declared that the True Church 
was disciplined by the Holy Spirit in the meeting, and by no 
outside power. This meant that the use of the sword as a means 
of evangelization or of church discipline was improper. When 
the “so-called Christian authorities” put innocent people to 
death they gave evidence of identification with the Anti-Christ. 
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Thus MELCHIOR rinck (1493-1545), the leading Anabaptist of 
Hesse, wrote the magistrate at Wartburg, Eberhard von der 
Tann: “The fact that you bring against me and all who are of 
the same faith murder, robbery, prison, fire, water, sword and 
similar lying arguments, proves by your own work that your bap¬ 
tism is an anti-baptism and that you are indeed the Anti-Christ, 
of whom all prophets, Christ and the apostles have earlier 
spoken.” 169 In Hesse, although banishment and imprisonment 
were used, the Landgraf advised the churchmen that they would 
do better to consider the Anabaptists a challenge to purify and 
reform the established church and to institute in it a larger 
measure of New Testament discipline. 

Attitude to Church Reform 

Philipp was, in fact, himself strongly affected by primitivist 
tendencies. In his Confession of Faith of February 6, 1550, he 
wrote: 

What pleases me to perform, what cannot be debated, what 
was maintained in the Early Church by the beloved fathers and 
martyrs, I do because I believe that the disciples of the apostles 
and those who lived right after the death of Christ without doubt 
knew well the opinion of the apostles. We all hold to and believe 
one Christian church. What now those who lived right after the 
time of the apostles and were martyrs of Christ and fought all the 
evil heresies maintained, that I desire, that we may compare our¬ 
selves to them. 

For there can be no other Church than that of the old fathers 
and martyrs, who for Christ’s sake suffered and were opposed to 
the Arians and heretics. And no one can or will show me another 
Christian church . 170 

When he was compelled to make his peace with the policy of the 
Interim, he did it in the name of compromise and tolerance, for 
“there are also many things which we have to put up with in the 
Lutheran and other preachers in the churches.” “That must 
have been the opinion of Zwingli, who had then put up with 
many things from the Lutherans which weren’t pleasant, and 
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vice versa. There were also many things at the time of the apos¬ 
tles, tolerated by the apostles and Paul also.” 171 

The Early Church was the test of church teachings and ord¬ 
inances, and Philipp’s conviction on this matter stands out from 
the first steps toward church reform at Bad Homburg (1526) 
through the calling of the Ziegcnhain Synod to set the terms of 
agreement with a group of reconverted Taufer. “For the Ana¬ 
baptists are nowhere more useful to us, and the comman man can 
be watched over and encountered by us in no better way, than 
that we take the matter of Christian discipline seriously.” 172 


Success of Philipp's Policy 

Much too little attention has been given to the fact that not 
only was Philipp in advance of his time as a tolerator, but his 
policy was successful. Under his leadership, Hesse was the only 
area where numbers of Anabaptists were won again to loyal 
obedience to the church of the land. There is no evidence that 
the Hutterite missioners, such as Georg Zaunring and Peter 
Ridemann, 173 yielded ground. But their influence was weakened 
by the intensive mission which Philipp established with the help 
of MARTIN butzer (1491-1551) of Strassburg. 174 In the great 
series of consultations (Marburg, 1538) between Butzer and 
peter tesch , 175 a formula was adopted which led to strength¬ 
ening of church discipline in the church of the land and made 
it possible for several hundred Anabaptists to return to the fold. 

By 1540 Butzer was able to report to the Landgraf: “The 
Anabaptists have for the most part re-converted. Some, who 
want to maintain their faith — the rumor is 50, but as Hermann 
Bastian has reported it is not so many — want to emigrate to 
Moravia. But of these there are some who will re-convert.” 176 
The success of the policy is shown by the fact that the colony at 
Auspitz sent a letter to the Brethren in Hesse admonishing them 
to persevere in the faith (ausharren) and not yield as had so 
many. 177 

In 1566 Markgraf Karl of Baden sought Philipp’s advice, 
and the latter sent him a report of the Butzer-Tesch discussions 
together with the proposals of his own theologians against use of 
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the sword. Philipp was able to look back on a successful policy 
and write: “Now that your excellency has desired our counsel 
and advice, we will in friendship not withhold the fact that in 
our principality, land and territory this sect has been for a long 
time quiet and calm and (praise God) still is. Therefore we have 
at this time no process against the Anabaptists in action, and 
further there has been no evidence submitted why we should 
have. 55178 No other prince could say as much. 

Out of the experiences of the mission to the Anabaptists, 
the Church of Hesse adopted certain measures which to this 
day give it a special structure. The first of these is an active prac¬ 
tice of church discipline. 179 Further, confirmation was introduced 
and within a few years was picked up by other Protestant ter¬ 
ritorial churches in Germany and Switzerland. The original 
suggestion seems to have come from Schwenckfeld, during the 
Strassburg debates of 1533: “If you won’t agree to eliminate 
Infant Baptism, at least there should be set up a ceremony 
whereby the baptized children, when they have reached the right 
age, will be dedicated to Christianity.” 180 In Hesse, confirmation 
was taken up in the Ziegenhain Discipline of 1538, in the Kassel 
Order of Confirmation of the same year; the Hessen Agende of 
1574 made it a permanent institution in the church. In the 
meantime confirmation was adopted by the Genevan Church 
Order of 1537 and in the Wiirttemberg Church Order of 1545 
(signed by Luther, Bugenhagen, Cruciger, Maier, and Melanch- 
thon). Schwenckfeld’s suggestion, popularized by Butzer’s Ad 
Monasterienses (1534), thus became one of the most permanent 
contributions of the Protestant radicals to the life of the estab¬ 
lished churches. 
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WHO WERE “THE EVANGELICAL TAUFER”? 


We return to our original problem, to relate the Anabaptists 
adequately to contemporary movements without blurring the 
lines between their groups and those from whom they consciously 
and energetically distanced themselves. 
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A Covenanted People 

The struggle with the religious individualists on the one 
hand and the revolutionaries on the other left the main-line 
Anabaptists with a vigorous community of discipline. The per¬ 
secuted groups of the first years had little opportunity to work 
out their complete vision of the True Church, and less opportu¬ 
nity yet to live according to it. Their leaders were cut off and 
their meetings were constantly harassed. In perpetual tension 
between forces without and within that would have destroyed 
them, they only suggest in an atmosphere of expectancy the 
manner of life which they might have elaborated if given the 
chance. In spite of persecution, their attitude and teachings were 
eager with anticipation of a good life to come. 

The congregations of the later period, having withstood 
the inroads of prophetism and violence, represent a fruition of 
that New Testament radicalism which marked their point of 
departure from Luther and Zwingli. By the second decade, 
inspired leadership and novel interpretations had largely disap¬ 
peared. Both organizational and credal conformity were strictly 
enforced according to the fashion of vigorous voluntary associa¬ 
tions. Elders and synods were the effective enforcement agencies 
for the New Testament disciplines of the Church of the Restitu¬ 
tion. 

The growth of effective internal discipline was accompanied 
by an emphasis upon the idea of a covenant-people. If the genius 
of the great Reformers was individualism, an interpretation 
doubtful at best, no such charge can be laid at the door of the 
Anabaptists. 181 The Huttcrites traced their history back to 
Abraham; all branches made much of the New Covenant in 
Christ Jesus. The people of this covenant were known, visible to 
themselves and to the world, governed by the Holy Spirit acting 
in the midst. 

The attainment of an effective measure of internal disci¬ 
pline, which has been noted throughout this historical exposition, 
reached culmination in the strength of the Hutterite colonies and 
the Dutch Mennonite congregations. The Swiss Brethren and 
the South German Brethren were largely destroyed by persecu- 
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tion, although their descendants in America have developed a 
full measure of community life. 

The Christian communist colonies of the Hutterites in Mora¬ 
via were founded by refugee Swiss Brethren who did not find 
in Hiibmaier’s great church at Nikolsburg the discipline which 
they read about in the Bible . In 1529, under pressure to take the 
oath to the princely family which had given a place of retreat to 
the fleeing Swiss, a little band of two hundred followed Jakob 
Widemann out onto the land and adopted a new discipline. 
There they laid all their belongings on a cloak and resolved to 
live the life of sharing depicted in the second and fourth chapters 
of Acts. They chose seven stewards (Diener der Notdurft) on 
the authority of chapter 6, verses 3-5, of Acts. 182 It was the duty 
of a steward to enforce the rules of the community, seeing that all 
sought the common good and none betrayed it by self-interest. 
This was the unpropitious beginning of the communism of the 
Hutterite Brethren, an economy which persists to this day in the 
north central United States and central Canada, and in Para¬ 
guay. 

Under the brief but vigorous leadership of Jacob huter 
( ? -1536), 183 in the years 1533-1536, the communism of 
consumption thus introduced was made a coherent social system. 
During the early decades the Hutterites were blessed with a 
remarkable scries of able leaders. Besides Huter, we may mention 
Wolfgang brandhuber ( ? -1529), 184 Peter Ridemann, and 
Peter Walpot. Brandhuber built up a strong economy, teaching 
those skills and crafts by which the Christian Brethren could 
avoid contamination by war and commerce, 185 and through 
which they in time became a communist economy of production 
as well as consumption. Ridemann perfected the emerging com¬ 
munism of production and gave it a confessional grounding. 186 
Peter Walpot headed the greatest missionary organization of 
the epoch, maintaining an extensive correspondence and guiding 
a large and effective corps of lay missionaries. 187 The Hutterite 
economy, and the contributions of these remarkable leaders, will 
be discussed later in connection with the Anabaptist teaching on 
Christian Community 188 and the Great Commission. 189 As gath¬ 
ered churches the Hutterites are remarkable for representing a 
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kind of “realized eschatology”: they are the one continuing sec¬ 
tion of the Anabaptists which was able at an early date to resolve 
the tension between church and society without descending to 
violence or abandoning the witness. The church became a 
societas economica itself. Throughout the centuries the Hut- 
terites have maintained this pattern by following the frontier. 

In the Dutch congregations the tension was resolved in 
quite another way. Anabaptist eschatology included two em¬ 
phases which might be supplementary to each other or might 
compete. In time both tendencies fulfilled themselves. In the 
first place, there was a compelling drive in the Anabaptists to 
make their community life a total authority, economic as well as 
religious (to be “unspotted from the world”), in a kind of “real¬ 
ized eschatology.” The Hutteritcs settled in this pattern. On 
the other hand, there was also a missionary world view (to “go 
into all the world”), which from the earliest years sent Anabaptist 
missioners throughout the German-speaking lands and beyond. 
The process of cultural accommodation and compromise which 
established communication with “those of the world” reached 
its final stages among the Dutch Mennonites. 

In the years following the debacle at Munster, all called 
“Anabaptists” were under suspicion as revolutionaries. The inde¬ 
pendence of their small meetings, the refusal to take the oath and 
give military service, seemed subversive to the state-church au¬ 
thorities. Further, the Stitle in North Gennany and in the Neth¬ 
erlands (“Obbenites”) owe their origin, like the revolutionaries, 
to the energetic preaching of Hofmann 190 and his associates. 
obbe philipsz (c. 1500-1568) was a disciple of Hofmann 191 and 
Menno’s own ordination came through Obbe from Jan Mathysz. 
Menno’s Christology continued to be the Docetism of Hofmann 
and, although his followers did not follow him at this point, his 
own people were always questioned on this matter when heard 
in court. 192 Prophetism persisted for decades in nonviolent form 
as well as chiliastic, and the more conservative leaders had to 
contend repeatedly against this factor in shaping up the con¬ 
gregational life of the faithful. In recanting, Obbe wrote: “I 
shall be silent about all the false commissions, prophecies, visions, 
dreams, revelations, and unspeakable spiritual pride which im- 
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mediately from the first hour stole in among the brethren. . . . 55193 

Sebastian Franck had a large following in the Nether¬ 
lands. 194 There was a party of his name, and Henrik Niclaes, 
DAVID joris (1501-1556), 195 and adam pastor 196 show the 
effect of his writings. It might appear that the northern Anabap¬ 
tists would be hopelessly frustrated by inner incoherence and ex¬ 
ternal pressures following the collapse of the New Jerusalem at 
Munster. That this did not happen is due in part to the fact 
that for some years Hofmann and his followers were the major 
representatives of “Lutheranism 55 in the Netherlands: Anabap- 
tism was there not a radical split off the major parties but the 
Protestant party. But further, the survival and greatness of 
Dutch Anabaptism is in large measure a tribute to the rugged 
and tenacious leadership of menno simons (c. 1496-1561). 19< 

Even during the most excited days at Munster, the majority 
of Dutch Protestant congregations did not go over to the revolu¬ 
tionary position. They remained as they had begun, voluntary 
associations of baptized evangelicals in a Roman Catholic land, 
determined to fulfill the New Testament ordinances in the re¬ 
stored apostolic church. It was Menno who brought them 
together and welded them into a permanent association of Ana¬ 
baptist churches. As a priest, Menno was first moved by the 
reading of Luther to doubt the Mass (1528); he decided to fol¬ 
low the Bible. Then he was stirred by the implications of the 
scriptural command for believers 5 baptism (1530). In March 
of 1535, a little band of evangelicals (including his own brother) 
died defending themselves at the Old Cloister at Bolsward. Men¬ 
no realized that many of the opinions for which they had wrongly 
taken up the sword were his own. 198 He pitied their tragic and 
misguided condition without responsible leadership, and he was 
ashamed of his own failure to make like sacrifice for the true 
faith. About a year later he gave up his protection as a priest and 
began to pastor among the people who represented what he had 
come to regard as the New Testament life. From that time until 
his death in 1561 Menno lived the life of a corner preacher, 
traveling secretly from town to town with a price on his head, 
binding together the shattered fragments of a great movement 
and building them into a church. 


41 


The Quest for the Essence of Anabaptism 

The vision of the True Church was strong in Menno. 
“ Mcnno is re ported to have said, while on his sickbed — which 
was to become his deathbed — that nothing on earth was as 
precious to him as the church. 55199 The memory of apostolic 
Christianity was strong in many of the Dutch cities, 200 and 
Menno s leadership meant a return to old evangelical princi¬ 
ples. 201 After the failure of the Bocholt Conference (1536) 202 
to unite spiritualizers, revolutionaries, and Stitle, no further effort 
was made to bring together the incompatible wings of radical 
Protestantism. Even more than among the South German 
Brethren, the simple New Testament teachings were made central 
to the Dutch movement, and paramount among them was the 
inner and personal rebirth — an experience in the individual be¬ 
liever which parallels the break of the Church of the Restitution 
from the fallen period and condition of the Great Church. For 
both individual believer and the Christian Community, Christ 
alone is the true foundation. 203 The dark passages of the Scrip¬ 
ture, in which the chiliasts searched eagerly for the hidden prom¬ 
ises, are to be shunned: the Sermon on the Mount is plain enough. 

As Luther defined his position against the "enthusiasts” 
\Schwdr??icr], so Menno took his stand against a like aspect of 
“Anabaptism” [! Taufertum ]. Indeed his very first writing waged 
this battle, in which he placed himself directly against the king¬ 
dom of Munster — which was a product of the allegorizing of 
Scripture and chiliastic prophetism. He comes forward boldly 
not for truth through a “revelation or heavenly inspiration” but 
rather through the "expressed, written word of the Lord.” He 
wants to know nothing of “his own opinions, dreams, and visions.” 
He angrily cried out in a defensive writing that he was neither an 
Elias nor an Enoch nor a “third David” nor yet a seer or 
prophet. 204 

The ethical emphasis (Synoptic) was first, and the evangelical/ 
missionary emphasis second. 205 When the End comes it will be 
sudden and by God s own act. The faithful are not preparing the 
way in any programmatic sense. They are to be ready for the 
Lord’s own time. 

In Menno’s first book to John a Lasco he wrote: “as before 
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God who knows our hearts, we are clear of all their abominable 
doctrine, power, uproar, mutiny, bloodshed, plurality of wives 
and the like abominations. Yea we hate and from all our heart 
oppose them as acknowledged heresies, as snares to the con¬ 
science and deceit, as deception of souls and pestilential doc¬ 
trine. . . ” 206 

Menno’s weight was thrown on the side of authority in the 
church as well as against revolution in society. The fight against 
the Great Church tended to obscure the difference between laity 
and clergy, for some spoke with more authority than others and 
thus gained a hearing. But in reaction against Munster, and to 
control the enthusiasts, a strong policy was developed in regard to 
ordination and commissioning of elders. 207 Menno also adopted 
a more conservative attitude to the magistrate than had some 
Anabaptist leaders: his office is ordained of God, and he may 
even be a Christian. For our purposes, Menno’s leadership may 
mark the final elaboration of a mature Anabaptist church view. 
His colleague and contemporary, Dirck Philipsz, in “The Seven 
Ordinances of the True Church” (c. 1560), listed the institutions 
in terms familiar even today: 

1. true teaching, correct ministry 

2. proper use of the two sacraments, baptism and the 
Lord’s Supper 

3. foot-washing 

4. evangelical separation 

5. brotherly love (including mutual admonition and 
communal sharing) 

6. keeping all His commandments 

7. accepting suffering and persecution 208 

By the time of Menno’s death (1561), all necessary lines of the 
Anabaptist church view were drawn, and the pattern of Free 
Church life had attained a certain historical and sociological 
maturity. 

During the period when the Dutch Anabaptists were mis¬ 
sionary minded and persecuted, their discipline was strong and 
the tension with the “world” was maintained. By the time the 
Netherlands became a center of toleration, however, the Menno- 
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nites were a powerful commercial class. All restraint toward 
government and the sword broke down eventually, and other 
special ethical disciplines disappeared. Today the lineal descend¬ 
ants of the Dutch Anabaptists are alert in matters of profit and 
investment, vigorous in politics and war. Long ago the govern¬ 
ment of the Netherlands, in permitting voluntary religious associa¬ 
tion, removed the main area of conflict between the Mennonite 
congregations and the society surrounding them. Since they were 
closely tied to commercial society, and did not fasten upon any 
particular cultural behavior pattern like their Hutterite cousins, 
the Dutch Mennonites today are rather more like other repre¬ 
sentative Protestant connections than like the American Menno¬ 
nites and the remaining Hutterite colonies. 209 


The Problem of Classification 

The preceding survey is based on the latest source mater¬ 
ials. In so far as previous treatments have been deficient because 
of inadequate use of primary sources, their lack here stands cor¬ 
rected. But the problem of classification, the quest for the es¬ 
sence of Anabaptism, still remains. The difficulty is that there 
were certain serious incoherences in the movement itself in the 
earliest years, and that most of the interpretations since then have 
made little attempt to understand and portray the Anabaptist 
effort at self-clarification and self-realization. 

With the first hand evidence before us from the leaders and 
groups of the Left Wing of the Reformation, we are impressed by 
the wide diversity of teaching and practice. This was especially 
true in the first years of the Reformation, when the radical impulse 
was also fresh and uncritical. Both doctrinal and institutional 
problems were treated very freely and with great originality by 
some of the early Anabaptist leaders. The persecution which 
drove them underground also added to the wide variety of life 
in the congregations. The basic problem of the radicals, we may 
safely conclude, was to gather and discipline a movement, to effect 
a reasonable balance between the strong individualism of a fresh 
spiritual experience and the hard necessities of a community 
living in the world and in history. 
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Anabaptism, as it became a definite church type, was defined 
not only by its own loyalty to the New Testament but by its en¬ 
counter with other radical types. Of these the most important 
were the various personalities and groups identified with revolu¬ 
tion in the name of religion (“Maccabean” Christians) and the 
individualistic spiritualizers. Anti-Trinitarians and “evangelical 
rationalists” have a lesser significance in the emergence of the 
Anabaptist testimony, but share with it a considerable common 
ground of historical interpretation. To a certain extent, the 
challenges of the revolutionaries and spiritualizers are constant 
throughout Free Church history, down to the present day. 210 

Many of these early incoherences have been observed in our 
descriptive study. The problem lies not only with these factors, 
but in the very diversity of views regarding organized Christian 
life on the part of the leaders. Robert Friedmann has shown in a 
stimulating article that if different schemes of classification are 
used, various points of origin for the ideas must be admitted and 
different groupings appear. 211 Various classifying principles which 
might be used are the attitude to tolerance, the use of different 
books of the Bible, the view of state-church relations, the attitude 
to individual religion or Christian Community. The early move¬ 
ment was very diverse, and by taking different approaches we find 
some groups which may be called “Anabaptist” and others which 
may not; but the lines shift with the issues at hand. The Italian 
scholars have usually mentioned the doctrinal issues, and the 
orthodox Protestant historians associated the radicals with social 
revolution. To Rufus Jones the Anabaptists were a movement of 
inspired faith which broke through the encrusted patterns and 
rituals of centuries, 212 while to John Horsch they were Bible 
Christians who pursued to logical conclusion the teachings of the 
Reformers. Actually, Friedmann concludes, they were sui generis 
and must be treated as such: they took their departure from 
Luther and Zwingli upon no single idea or practice, but upon a 
general discontent with the compromises of the “half-way men.” 

All of this indicates that the movement is not susceptible to a 
facile interpretation; but our survey brings us again to the con¬ 
viction that the view of the True Church was dominant. It must 
be noted, however, that it may be possible to term Anabaptism a 
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consistent “movement” in the earliest period only by reading back 
into the decade (1524-35) certain resolutions of conflict which 
later authenticated themselves. Although certain teachings con¬ 
cerning the church appear from the beginning, it took a decade 
to winnow out competing concepts and make the main teachings 
concrete in the life of disciplined congregations. For general pur¬ 
poses, we have preferred the term “the Left Wing of the Reforma¬ 
tion” to cover the miscellaneous groups traditionally called “Ana¬ 
baptist.” 213 “Anabaptists” has precise meaning only by limiting 
its use to those numbered among the Swiss Brethren, Hutterites, 
South German Brethren, and Dutch Mennonites. The “Left 
Wing” counts all the varicolored individuals and groupings 
associated with the movement at the first and later hanging on 
its periphery: the groups following Franck, Campanus, Denck, 
Bunderlin, Schwenckfeld, Joris, and Pastor — as well as the more 
centrally significant leaders and congregations. 

The radical protest of the Left Wing asserted itself in a wide 
fashion, and coherent congregational life eventually emerged in 
some quarters only by throwing off certain centrifugal tendencies. 
At first it was not clear what might eventuate in the Anabaptist 
movement as a whole, although particular centers of dis¬ 
cipline like the Swiss and Hutterites have a fairly consistent re¬ 
cord throughout. The initial stress upon individual conscience 
and congregational autonomy ran its course before this disciplined 
life was established in all Anabaptist circles and Synods, even 
after the revolutionary and spiritualizing tendencies were purged. 
This mixed picture, which we see through the conflicts between 
various leaders and groups, is itself a large part of the problem of 
giving meaning to the term “Anabaptism.” Does it mean (assum¬ 
ing that we cast off the traditional tendency to use the term with 
complete abandon) those congregations which eventually emer¬ 
ged, or may it be used to cover all of those diverse protesting 
thrusts which characterized the early years (1524-35)? In brief, 
we may state that the problem of later historians to define and 
classify “Anabaptism” is not far from that one-time problem of 
the radicals themselves. 


CHAPTER II 


The Fall of the Church 


1 


Our descriptive survey has revealed the concept of the church 
as the essence of main-line Anabaptism (Anabaptism used now 
without quotation marks). The centrality of the church view must 
be grasped in the “concrete 55 and historical sense as well as in 
terms of the teaching of the Anabaptist leaders. That is to say, 
in contrast to many groups in history and in contemporary Christ¬ 
ianity the Anabaptists actually meant what they said. The separa¬ 
tion between verbalization and action which has been so marked 
in contemporary church groups can mislead us in our approach to 
the Anabaptist movement: the Anabaptists meant just what they 
said, and their teaching is unimportant apart from the direct at¬ 
tempt to give it embodiment in actual groups living in history. 

In the Anabaptist church view two notes stand out from the 


rest: 

1. The church must be a voluntary association, taking its 
spirit and discipline from those who intentionally belong to its 
fellowship. 

2. The church must follow the guide lines of the New Testa¬ 
ment as to confession of faith and organizational pattern. 

In the history of Christianity there have been some who said 
that the Bible was ambiguous as to doctrine and organization. 
The traditional orthodox view has been that it gives clear indica¬ 
tions on doctrine but is ambiguous as to organizational pattern. 
The Anabaptists maintained that the New Testament was clear 
both as to the content of the Christian faith and the organization¬ 
al procedures in the true Christian Community. 


Anabaptism: A Form of Christian Primitivism 


With the exception of Munster and the Hutterite colonies, 
the Church of the Restitution did not become coterminous with 
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the political community. The Anabaptist congregations were gath¬ 
ered as minorities within a tolerating or persecuting society. How¬ 
ever, in terms of theory and typology the point needs to be made; 
for under toleration, a voluntary church may differ very little from 
a state church in its social outlook. 1 Continental Mennonitism 
has remained a voluntary association but has lost the “primitivist” 
marks of the New Testament community. The ethic, the attitude 
to the world on the part of Anabaptists, has oiten been called a 
new monasticism. A major aspect of its formulation has been non¬ 
conformity to dominant social practices. Frequently we are con¬ 
fronted in Anabaptism with a radical attempt to realize in the 
concrete the ethic of the Sermon on the Mount. But the Ana¬ 
baptists went further than this: they repudiated not only accept¬ 
ed social standards, but a whole history of accommodation by 
established Christianity. The whole membership of the “True 
Church” was pledged to relive in studied fashion the life of the 
New Testament community ( Urgemeinde ) in all of its phases. 
The Anabaptists proper were those in the (C Left Wing” who 
gathered and disciplined a “True Church” (rechte Kirche) upon 
the apostolic pattern. 2 We return to the definition proposed in 
the Introduction. 

There is something deeper than mere Biblicism in this social 
program. It is part of an outlook on life which can best be de¬ 
scribed under the concept of primitivism. If we inquire as to the 
goal of these Anabaptist groups we are driven first not forwards 
but backwards. Their objective was not to introduce something 
new but to restore something old. “Resthytion” was their slogan, 
a Restitution grounded in the New Testament. And surrounding 
their groups was a certain atmosphere, an atmosphere whose pre¬ 
cipitation point was a certain vision of the Early Church. In the 
early period of the movement, before institutional and theological 
discipline had given ideological coherence to certain groups, and 
especially before persecution and the necessary defensive organ¬ 
ization had weeded out the “centrifugal” tendencies, the single 
thread running through the Left Wing was this dream of the 
Early Church. This is the thread which ties together the Spirit- 
ualisten and Tdufer, Swiss Brethren and Polish Brethren, Schwen- 
ckfelders and Hutterites, Mennonitcs and the followers of Sebast- 


48 


ian Franck and Adam Pastor. The final pattern was to be the 
Restitution of the Early Church, and following on that Restitu¬ 
tion the triumph of the Kingdom on earth. 


RELIGIOUS PRIMITIVISM 
AS A PATTERN OF THOUGHT 

The mood of these groups was essentially determined by an 
attitude of religious primitivism, and as such is but a special 
manifestation of a widespread and recurrent aspect of “civilized 
man's misgivings about his performances, about his prospects — 
and about himself." 3 The concept is both cultural and chronolo- 
gical. It is Christian and it is classica l. For the Anabaptists and 
other Left Wingers it^involves a philoso phy o f history: an Eden 
in the past, a partial Restitution in the present (wiping out the 
scandal of the fallen period), a divine restoration in the future. 

Various ingredients of this attitude are discernible in previous 
movements. 

In classical antiquity the Cynics and Stoics believed in a 
Golden Age without war, slavery, and property. Jews and Christ¬ 
ians looked back to Eden as a garden devoid of strife and exploita¬ 
tion between both men and animals. The theory of a “Fall" runs 
throughout them all. In the early Fathers classical and Christian 
themes are sometimes fused. The classical-Christian ideal of the 
communism of the Golden Age was picked up again by Sebastian 
Franck and through him transmitted to various leaders in the Left 
Wing. 4 

This might seem at first to be a purely speculative discussion 
about the past, until we recall that the use of the primitive as a 
norm involves not only myths but manifestoes. Primitivism is a 
fertile source of ethical concern, as well as a familiar device in his¬ 
toriography. The projection of Eden into the future was the work 
of apocalyptic Judaism, from which the concept passed into 
Christian eschatology. In the time of the Reformation and pre- 
Reformation groups there were variant forms of primitivism; fre¬ 
quently this centered in a type of Adam-mysticism which glorified 
the simple, unlettered, and unspoiled man. In argument, the ap- 
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peal is made to the plain man’s judgement, unspoiled by institu¬ 
tions and less corroded by speculation than the scholar’s. Those 
who work with their hands (craftsmen) or close to the soil 
(peasants) are presumed to be more receptive in spirit; their 
minds have not been addled by the folly of the wise and learned. 5 
The type of the primitive hero is sought in some contemporary 
primitive situation. 

The exaltation of “primitive” cultures is another form which 
flourished in the sixteenth century, in connection with discovery of 
primitive people in the New World. Various Humanistic circles 
spread the tales of simple living and savage nobility. On the one 
hand there was a high idealization of the simple life and the man 
of nature; and on the other there was “what is even more signifi¬ 
cant .... not the discovery that savages can be noble, but that 
civilized people can become good savages and can be regenerated 
by a natural life.” 6 Secular and religious primitivism sometimes 
fused, in that the primitive man was regarded as fertile soil for the 
primitive gospel. Bartholome de las Casas gave wide currency to 
this theme in his “History of the Indies,” and established a Utop¬ 
ian colony to implement it. 7 A group of Anabaptists at Zurich an¬ 
nounced that they were going “to the red Indians over the sea” 
when their evangel was greeted with hostility and persecution at 
the hands of civilized men. 8 Such an attitude is a mixture of 
admiration for virtue in the primitive age, repudiation of “civil¬ 
ized” religion and religious practices, naivete as to the possibili¬ 
ties for the primitive gospel among primitive people. 

The man of the Reformation epoch was thus profoundly 
uneasy about the manner of his social life and the pattern of his 
own formal thinking and worship. He thought that his own age 
was “decadent;” a threefold Fall (triplex discessio) had occurred 
— in national affairs, in the church, in the age. 9 The historians 
of the Renaissance and Reformation frequently rejected the his¬ 
toriography of Orosius, which had been dominant and which pro¬ 
jected a pattern of progressive Christian development. The think¬ 
ing man of the period was conscious of a renewal to come, a new 
birth of spiritual vigor following the long decline. A new period¬ 
ization was introduced, with a Fall both political and religious in 
imperial Rome, with a Restitution of old virtue in the present. 
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This became the framework of much of the historical thinking of 
the Renaissance and Reformation. 10 


Sources of Sixteenth-Century Primitivism 

Among the radical thinkers there was a frame of mind re¬ 
markably parallel to classical primitivism, and reflecting in good 
part the melancholy of the age. When we consider the detailed 
structure of Anabaptist life we find many evidences: their norma¬ 
tive view of the Early Church, the historical expectancy implied 
in use of “Fair 5 and “Restitution.” With independents like Franck 
and Schwenckfeld it is not so difficult to trace the effect of certain 
pre-Reformation ideas. But with the more Biblically centered 
groups, who rarely cited any non-Biblical authority, it is a specula¬ 
tive if not futile effort. We may, however, mark certain centers of 
ideology which affected their intellectual climate and, largely in 
indirect fashion, their ideas. 

Before persecution destroyed the educated leadership of the 
Anabaptists, the men at the head of the movement were univer¬ 
sity trained. Among the South Germans and Hutterites there 
were several converted priests and pastors, highly educated. Other 
leaders — notably Hans Denck and Leonhard Bouwens — were 
trained in the literary circles which everywhere marked the spread 
of Humanistic learning. In Westphalia and the Valley of the 
Yssel, the schools of the Brethren of the Common Life supplied a 
number of the most able leaders. 11 To point up the discussion we 
may take two great leaders: Erasmus and Zwingli. 

desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) 12 was educated by the 
Brethren at Gouda, Deventer, and s’Hertogenbosch. He was per¬ 
manently influenced by their regard for simple living and simple 
Biblical truth. From Wessel Gansfort, Alexander Hegius, and 
Rudolph Agricola he learned concern for apostolic Christianity 
and its manner of life. Pacifism and tolerance were articles of 
faith. He knew the English Humanists (Colet, More, Warham), 
worked in Venice with Aldus Manutius (the friend and fellow 
student of Pico), and corresponded with all the leaders of thought 
of his day. The Anabaptists admired him greatly for his ethical in¬ 
sight and accent upon sincere and uncompromising New Testa- 
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mcnt truth. In his writings the return to Gospel simplicity was the 
way to rejuvenate the faith and the church. But Erasmus, who 
also influenced the Reformers more than any other single author^/ 
was the despair of both Roman Catholic and Protestant parties. 

If he would not accept Roman Catholic preferment by denounc¬ 
ing the Reformation, he would not declare for the Reformers 
either. He did not believe in the rancorous partisanship which' 
characterized both sides. He believed change should be reason¬ 
able and enlightened. His last days were embittered by von 
Hutten’s attacks and the accompanying break with Zwingli, and 
he died with one faithful disciple by his side: his executor, Bon- 
ifacius Amerbach. 13 

ulrich zwingli ( 1484-1531 ) 14 was educated in the Latin ; 
School, then at Bern under Lupulus. Following two years at 
Vienna under Conrad Celtes and Cuspinian, he returned to Basel 
where Wytenbach taught him the Bible. He also became ac¬ 
quainted with Pico’s work and corresponded with Erasmus. At 
Einsiedeln, as a young priest, he read the Church Fathers — 
Jerome, Origen, Ambrose — and also Stapulensis and “Dionys¬ 
ius.” He copied out the Pauline letters from Erasmus’ New Testa¬ 
ment, and was moved to the attitude which permanently marked 
his churchmanship: “Back to Christ!” He never broke, how¬ 
ever, with the cultural and political life of the Swiss city-states; J 
but the radicals (Grebel, Manz, Blaurock, Reublin) who left him 
and went beyond him were following the logic of his message. 

The direction of Humanism 15 was away from speculation 
and dogma to pious ignorance ( pia ignorantia ), away from 
ecclesiasticism to the simple ethic of the Synoptics ( Nachfolge 
Christi), away from the hierarchy to the elemental lay brother¬ 
hood of the disciples’ democratic band. There was, furthermore, 
a certain attitude to the origins which is most significant: just as 
return to classical forms was the purifying principle for their be¬ 
loved Latin, so a return to the life of the Early Church would 
revitalize the corrupted faith. 

Because primitivism is not essentially a theory of origins but 
really a device for passing judgment on contemporary society, it 
is closely linked with views of the future. Eden is also Utopia. 
The imagery of the lost Paradise reverberates through the apoca- 
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lyptic visions of the book of Revelation. In the Left Wing, primi¬ 
tivism leads straight into eschatology. The man who above all rep¬ 
resented this combination in the age preceding the Reformation, 
whose thought has influenced the underground of Christian dis¬ 
sent ever since, was joachim of fiore (c. 1145-1202). 

The Abbot Joachim has been significant in one way or an¬ 
other for the radicals of pre-Reformation and Reformation 
thought from the time when the Fraticelli appropriated the 
Eternal Gospel in their fight against papacy. 16 Joachim’s period¬ 
ization of history was especially relevant, with seven ages culmi¬ 
nating in the Restitutio ecclesiae. His followers were far more radi¬ 
cal than he, and marked the turning point in history by his own 
person or that of Saint Francis. Joachim taught that through the 
prophet of the last times justice and peace were to be re-establish¬ 
ed in all of the Roman provinces. The prophet was to be a spirit¬ 
ual Constantine, freeing the church from the trammels with 
which the imperial Constantine had bound her. For with Con¬ 
stantine all heathen had streamed into the church, polluting and 
compromising her. The Fall of the church which followed the 
time of the apostles would soon be ended, however; the recovery 
of the church in the present would precede the last things. 
Whereas in the middle period salvation was linked to the institu¬ 
tions and sacraments, in the Age of the Spirit these lost their 
meaning. As Simeon took in his arms the child Jesus, so should 
the Curia act to fulfill the or do spiritualis (the “withering away” 
of the Church). 17 The Great Church was near to death (follow¬ 
ing the Fall) and would be renewed by a reappropriation of the 
relationships in an earlier and more vigorous period (institutio 
fidei Christianae — “the people of faith were of one heart and 
, soul,” as in Acts) , 18 At the end of time there is a secret unfolding, 
a revelation of that which was hidden in the historical process: 
that the oppressed, the humble, the anonymous are those who 
carry history. 19 At the end of time the absurd, dark, obscure pas¬ 
sages of Scripture will be revealed as the greatest mysteries. 20 As 
the Living Word is encased in human and literal forms, so hidden 
within the outward church is the inner church, slowly revealing 
itself. 
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The history of this church leads from the apostles through 
the martyrs, the hermits and monks of the Greek Church to the 
Benedictine monasticism of the Western Church; to the Canons 
Regular and their effort to make the poor life of humility and 
submission binding upon all clergy; to the Cistercian reform; 
to the Cluniac monasticism; and expresses itself conclusively in 
the Franciscan reform movement . 21 


When the old institutional forms opposed and hindered the com¬ 
ing of the New Age, then the old church was recognized as cast 
in the image of the Anti-Christ: its efforts to hinder the revival 
of apostolic Christianity were the proof of its diabolical charac¬ 
ter. 22 The moving power toward the New Age was to be martyr¬ 
dom, the willingness to suffer without stint for the Gospel with¬ 
out glosses. 22 Binding this whole structure of thought and his¬ 
torical interpretation together, and illuminating it vividly, was 
the sense of world mission, of ultimate triumph at hand. 24 

In the radical groups of the Reformation these ideas con¬ 
stantly occur. One of several types, An abap tism was primitivisf 
and eschatological. The. norm is the past, the hope for the future 
is the Restitution of the Early Church. There is on the one hand 
an attitude which is conservative, even reactionary; on the other 
there is a revolutionary spirit which can burst the most secure of 
ecclesiastical or social forms. The idea of Restitut ion represents a 


studied effort to reverse the verdict of history, to shed the ac- 
c umulated power and intellectual sophisticatio n which seem to 
corrode and obscure the pure and inspired faith of the founders 
of the church. In the Anabaptist “Restitution” there was the 
same agitated historical mood of expectancy which we find in 
Joachimitism and in the Early Church itself: a keen sense that 
the end and final reckoning are close at hand, and conjoined with 
th is a vigorous missionary outlook which embraced t he whole 
w orld in its sweep. Above all, the True Church was a suffering 
church whose changing patterns were ever cast in t he shadow of 


V 


t he Man Upon the Cross. 

These were the main elements which went into the intel¬ 
lectual atmosphere of the radical Reformation; they form the 
backdrop for the emergence of a new type of religious primitiv¬ 
ism. This primitivism, in its Anabaptist type, involves a view of 
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the church and its place in history which explosively combines 
both reactionary and radical features. In its determined Restitu- 
tio n of the type and style of the Early Church. Anabaptism in 
fact introduced quite new elements in Christian history. Although 
the heroic period of the faith is taken as normative, the fore¬ 
runners of the I rce Church way departed radically from patterns 
of magisterial Protestantism” which had obtained for more than 
a millennium. 

As we move on to consider the relation of primitivism to Ana- 
baptism, and to study the various factors which make Anabaptism 
a clear type of church life, we do well to introduce certain dis¬ 
tinctions to avoid serious error. The attitudes we were just now 
considering formed an intellectual climate for the various groups 
of the time, bound together the Left Wing especially, and are to 
be considered along with records of their actual group experience. 
It is not enough to review only what was taught, what ideas cir¬ 
culated among individuals and groups, although this is common 
practice. Our discussion must deal with “concrete” groups which 
found a certain place in Christian history. The view of the church 
which the Anabaptists championed will be tested repeatedly by 
the actual experience of the groups, and by their encounter both 
with establishments and with other types of radical protest. 

In total perspective, the evidence from classical primitivism 
and from Humanism and Joachimitism has only relative value. 
In spite of suggestive eddies to mark the crosscurrents, and a few 
instances of streaming together, the evidence as a whole is circum¬ 
stantial. It gives us a good deal of help in understanding the 
general climate in which Anabaptism emerged, but we shall find 
few quotations or other evidence of direct influence. This is the 
case also with the Florentine rediscovery of antiquity, which con¬ 
tributed so much to the shaping of Reformation as well as Renais¬ 
sance. The attitude to sources and origins, which has been noted, 
finds expression in the attitude to the Early Church and the Bible 
as well as to classical texts. An argument from analogy can even 
be entered that Anabaptism, with its emphasis upon the hidden 
truth behind objective evidences, is indebted to the revival of Neo- 
Platonic thought. But conclusive evidence is lacking. While 
doubtless the Zurich Anabaptists such as Grebel were familiar 
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with the classical ideal, the prevalence of religious primitivism in 
Anabaptism is due more to the fact that Christianity is a historical 
religion with a sacred book in which all reforms seek theii inspira¬ 
tion and confirmation. Since the norm provided by the book was 
itself diverse, it was in turn selectively applied in the light of the 
real problems of the age. 

We may return to our original concerns: to discover what it 
was certain groups hoped to be, and to what extent they were suc¬ 
cessful. We shall draw mainly upon their own testimony — now 
generally available in usable form — in elaborating their church 
view. In judging to what extent the Anabaptists succeeded, we 
shall consider the problems they faced both from without (pci- 
sccution) and from within (centrifugal factors, both doctrinal 
and organizational). And we shall speak from a footing in Free 
Church life, which is the eternal memorial to those who cham¬ 
pioned voluntary religious association and vigorous congrega¬ 
tional life at a time when Christianity was for most simply the 
religious aspect of a civilization, indeed frequently little more than 
the tool of government. It is only from such vantage that Ana- 
baptism can be truly understood and its importance properly 
assessed. 


The Fall of the Church 

The idea of a general Fall of man has been adapted by 
Christian reforming groups to the history of the church. Theie 
are two falls: man fell and the church fell. The whole idea of the 
recovery of New Testament Christianity is tied up with the 
thought that at some point in Christian history the pattern was 

A very prevalent contemporary opinion is revealed in the 
approach taken by Hobhouse in the 1909 Bampton Lectures: 

Long ago I came to believe that the great change in the rela¬ 
tion between the Church and the World which began with the 
conversion of Constantine is not only the decisive turning-point 
in Church History, but is also the key to many of the practical 
difficulties of the present day; and the Church of the future is 
destined more and more to return to a condition of things some- 
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what like that which prevailed in the Ante-Nicene Church; that is 
to say, that instead of pretending to be co-extensive with the 
world, it will accept a position involving a more conscious antag¬ 
onism with die world, and will, in return, regain in some measure 
its former coherence. 25 

We see here the familiar teaching of a “Fall,” coupled with the 
hope of an eventual Restitution. 

It is not surprising to find that in recent years a book on The 
Fall of Christianity written by the head of the Dutch pacifist or¬ 
ganization is being distributed in quantity by the American office 
of the Fellowship of Reconciliation. 26 The Constantine myth is 
an essential part of the discussion: “When he was converted to 
Christianity (in 312), and when he exalted this faith into the 
State religion (in 324), Christianity began to turn toward the 
State for support, and became reconciled to war and the soldier’s 
calling.” 27 For Heering this is the turning point of Christian his¬ 
tory, and the pivot of every discussion of its organization, ethics, 
and morals. 

The idea of the fall of the church with Constantine is far- 
flung among the Free Churches, however, and is not limited to 
nonresistant or pacifist elements. A recent book on The Claims of 
the Free Churches states boldly: “When the Church was perse¬ 
cuted by the Empire she was pure in motive and morals: but 
under the patronage of Constantine it became the fashion for 
the Roman nobility and obsequious pagans to enter the Church: 
and pagans they remained within her membership.” 28 Nor is the 
idea limited to Free Churches. In his address at the Extraordinary- 
Synod of the Evangelical Church in Germany, June 27, 1956, in 
Berlin, General Superintendent Gunter Jacob of Cottbus pro- 
claimed: 

Aware spirits characterize the situation of Christianity iri 
contemporary Europe by the fact that the end of the Constantinian 
epoch has arrived. 

The Constantinian fusion marked the departure from this 
genuine way of the Church of Jesus Christ, a way in the world 
which according to the view of the New Testament will be a way 
of suffering before the hostility and opposition of the world. 
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With the end of illusions about the Constantinian epoch and a 
return to the early Christian witness we no longer have the right 
to claim privileges and a monopoly for support of the Gospel from 
the State. 29 

Whether it appears in its traditional setting in “sectarian Pro¬ 
testantism,” or on occasion within the assembly halls of declining 
establishments, the pattern of thinking involved is well known. 
What is not familiar is the fact that this is Anabaptist thinking. 
The Anabaptists were among the first to ground the church in a 
total and systematic application of primitivist historiography. 


6 ELEMENTS IN THE IDEA OF THE FALL 

When we break down the various ideational associations 
into their constituent parts we find several different themes cus¬ 
tomarily linked together: glorification of the first three centuries 
(the “Golden Age” of the faith), a lamentation for the decline in 
association with the Empire (the “Fall” of the church), a vigor¬ 
ous sense of new beginnings (the “Restitution”). The latter 
theme will be treated in the next chapter, in a discussion of the 
constitutive elements in the church view. We shall consider now 
the attitude to the Early Church and its subsquent decline. 

In true primitivist fashion, the Anabaptists considered the 
earliest times the “Age of Heroes.” True, there had been before 
the sixteenth century a conscious glorification of the life of the 
Master and His Disciples, buoyed up by a general feeling that the 
men of the first centuries were spiritual giants after a fashion not 
equaled by later generations. The imitation of Christ (Nachfolge 
Christi) was a familiar medieval theme, of special importance to 
the Brethren of the Common Life — whose house at Deventer in¬ 
stituted the practice of community in deliberate imitation of the 
church at Jerusalem. 30 There were other anticipations, notably 
among the radical Franciscans and the Hussites. But a well-de¬ 
fined primitivist periodization of Christian history — with the 
“True Church” beginning to relive in careful fashion the life of 
the early heroes — was a major Anabaptist contribution. 


l/ 
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Glorification of the Heroic Age 

When we review the cardinal points in Anabaptist thinking 
about New Testament times and the primitive church, the paral¬ 
lels with the classical “Golden Age 55 immediately become appar¬ 
ent. There were certain personal virtues and social practices 
which characterized the good society in both schemes of thought, 
and we may consider them briefly. 

Pacifism was a cardinal principle in the classical Golden 
Age. 31 In the Anabaptist vision of the Early Church, the witness 
to peace was accented. For them, pacifism was narrowed to the 
testimony of the nonresistant martyrs; the atmosphere was escha¬ 
tological rather than Utopian, the pattern of behavior one of dis- 
cipleship rather than social strategy. As the early Christians had 
won the Roman Empire by suffering, so should the martyrdom of 
the followers of Christ in the later age lead on to the final triumph. 

The Anabaptist repudiation of violence was especially re¬ 
lated to the integrity of life and witness of the believing commun- 
ity. Above all it was wrong to compel religious submission and use 
force in matters of conscience, for in the years of first faith and 
strength the Gospel had been spread only by means approved in 
the New Testament. Just as David, the man of war, was not 
permitted to build the temple, and even as Solomon built it with¬ 
out either hammer or axe, so the church of Christ was first created 
in the principle and spirit of voluntary association and without 
force or compulsion. 32 The law goes out from Zion and the Word 
of God from Jerusalem, and a people is gathered without force 
and without weapons. 

Communism also characterized the classical Golden Age, and 
one of the marks of the Fall was dehumanization through the ad¬ 
vent of private property. 33 Viewing the Early Church, Leonhard 
Schiemer wrote that the “Communion of Saints” was most clear¬ 
ly seen in the second, fourth and fifth chapters of Acts, and the 
true disciples should live as Christians did in that glorious time of 
the faith. 31 One Christian should buy nothing from the other, 
but give freely (read Acts 2.3.4., whether the Christians at Jerusa¬ 
lem didn’t have all things common!) .” 35 

They were real Christians then, and the people of God most plain- 
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ly seen! The Hutterites wrote to the Moravian Lords (c. 1546) 
that their communism was modeled on that of the Early Church. 36 
The Holy Spirit visited the Jerusalem community, and they were \ 
a people of power of soul. The actual Anabaptist practice differed 
in various congregations according to the time and place; but the ' 
insistence upon community (whether communism of consump¬ 
tion only, or of production also) remained constant. 

Sometimes a more general historical understanding entered 
the picture. Thus Peter Ridemann taught in his “Rechenschaft 55 
that everything was created common in the beginning (I Moses 
1:26-29), and private property entered by sin; 37 presumably the 
Early Church was returning to the life of Eden by practicing com¬ 
munism, and the Church of the Restitution should do likewise. 
On the other hand, Ulrich Stadler showed a strong historical sense 
in his treatment of the subject, pointing out that only the church 
at Jerusalem had communism whereas at the other centers Christ¬ 
ians were left alone in their own houses. In his opinion, commun¬ 
ism was the only way for the Hutterite Brethren because they were 
driven together with no other place to go and no other life to 
lead. 38 Over against these historical observations and interpreta¬ 
tions, however, we may place dozens of normative statements con¬ 
cerning the first age of the church: communism was generally con¬ 
sidered authoritative simply because it was the style of life of the 
heroes of the faith in the normative period. Give all to the poor 
(Matt. 19:21) ! Consider the widow, who gave all she had! As 
in other matters, there is an apocalyptic quality in the teaching: 
as time is telescoped between their congregations and the “Age of 
Heroes, 55 so it is shortened between them and the end of history. 
Some felt the end was already begun in themselves; their commun¬ 
ity was not only a recapitulation of past virtue but a foretaste of 
the Kingdom of God. When asked their trade and location and 
station in life in court actions many replied, “No master! 55 (kein 
vorsteer ), for in the New Age only Christ was Master. We have 
here an attitude as radical in social consequences as it was prim- 
itivist in religious type. The Anabaptists counted themselves 
members of an economy in which all were equal and all were to 
share according to need. 



A vigorous simplicity was the mark of the man whom the 
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world could not victimize: his wants were well controlled, his 
tastes directed to the truly essential. 39 Like the classical hero, the 
man of spiritual power in the Early Church was also cut loose from 
personal display and absurd convention. This type of man ap¬ 
peared again in the sixteenth century. By a vigorous enforcement 
of spiritual discipline (including use of the Ban), unethical and 
immoral practices were avoided — not to mention frivolous 
clothes and strong language. A congregation of spiritual athletes 
was trained, committed to the simple life. In his testimony before 
the court, Julius Lobcr said: “Luther and the other Christian 
teachers do not preach nor teach baptism as it was taught at the 
time of the apostles .... Saith further, that Luther and others 
promote no true Christian order (in it), that they suffer and per¬ 
mit whoredom, avarice, usury, blasphemy and other depravity in 
the community, which the apostles did not bear so far, but had 
the ban among them.” 40 The enforcement of heroic virtue by the 
group raised up a man of superior type and enabled him to per¬ 
form wonderful deeds: he was able to fulfill the testimony of suf¬ 
fering and on occasion to perform miracles. 

A certain attitude to art (technology) might be linked to this 
vigorously cultivated simplicity. 41 The agriculturalist, close to 
Mother Nature, was thought to be more wise than he whose spirit 
was corroded by the artifices of civilization. The man who worked 
with his hands and produced in co-operation with nature had 
keener insight than the usurer or trader. The craftsman was said 
to learn more by his handiwork in the spirit of humility than ever 
the scribe with his multitude of books. Hans Hut and his disciples 
preached the euangelion alter creatur, pointing out that Jesus 
made clear to the common man by his trade the great wisdom to 
which the theologians were blind. 42 The radicals never tired of 
pointing out that the men who knew Jesus were simple, unletter¬ 
ed, anonymous. They asserted that the poor and depressed and 
naively literal were those who carried the Gospel. 43 The un¬ 
sophisticated were said to believe that Jesus meant just what He 
had said, without any glosses. Only those schooled in the wisdom 
of this world could write the commentaries and marginal notes 
which corrupted and rendered null and void the simple Gospel 
truth. In the great time of the faith, so the radicals claimed, 
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neither doctrine nor church life were bound and corrupted by 
“forms,” by dangerous inflections, by subtle compromises. 

When we speculate on how such marked parallels could ex¬ 
ist between classical primitivism and Anabaptist thought, since 
it is difficult to prove direct classical influence upon the radicals 
(who rarely cited any book but the Bible), we may remember 
their debt to Erasmus, Zwingli, Oecolampadius, and especially 
Sebastian Franck. And, although the best-educated leadership 
was martyred during the first years, the early leaders — Grebel, 
Hiibmaier, Denck, Hetzer — were men of marked accomplish¬ 
ment in the university world, a world inspired by the new Human¬ 
istic studies. The devotion which the Renaissance directed to¬ 
ward the origins and the eager quest of the religious for the ori¬ 
gins of the faith were related phenomena. It was not a detailed 
program or body of specific content which carried over, but a 
certain attitude and method in reference to antiquity. 44 This at¬ 
titude and method, when related to distinctly Christian concerns, 
became the hallmarks of Anabaptist thought. 


After the Golden Age, a Fall 


In Anabaptist portrayal of history, after the “Age of Heroes” 
life declines and a definite “Fall” occurs. This is an old theme, 
but it was given special content by the radicals. In secular prim¬ 
itivism the Fall marks a turning point in society and social rela¬ 
tionships. The Fall has a cultural aspect. There is also a chrono¬ 
logical aspect, revealed in a definite periodization of history and 
the hope of an eventual restoration. There is almost always a de¬ 
tailed theory of “Fall” in primitivist thought. 45 

It is incumbent upon the servants of the Lord to teach, to 
instruct and to warn to that end \i.e., spiritual pilgrimage, mar¬ 
tyrdom ] with all patience and neither spoil nor condemn, as we 
have a model in Paul. Decay had scarcely any power to hold those 
[who were] free, unencumbered, resigned. In the beginning they 
were living in the Lord. But now, because prosperity is sought, 
they nestle comfortably back into the world. And consequently 
they don’t see themselves leaving the world; yes, they would far 
rather live than die . 46 
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Lydia Muller has noted the fascination which the Eusebian 
history of the power and triumph of the Early Church had for the 
Anabaptists. 47 Here they saw the record of earth-shaking power 
in apparent weakness, dynamic expansion under martyrdom, 
triumph out of persecution. Here was the way of the church from 
Christ to Constantine “in a certain sense .... a peerless Passion¬ 
way. The Eusebian church-history is the history of the Church 
under the Cross. The Imperial-church and later the papal-church 
were no longer martyr-churches. So after Constantine [it was] 
above all the communities of heretics who took over and further¬ 
ed the traditions of the true and precisely for that reason per¬ 
secuted community of Christ. 5 ' 48 

The growth and victory of the Early Church against incredi¬ 
ble odds was a mysterious thing, a sign of the secret workings of 
God. But more mysterious still was the fact that in the very hour 
of her apparent triumph and well-being, the church fell into dis¬ 
grace . The Anabaptists were led to conclude that only a little 
remnant ( ein klaines heuflen) has gone the right way since crea¬ 
tion. 49 The “True Church 55 and a territorial church or state 
church were two different things. 



USES OF THE IDEA OF THE FALL 


The idea of a Heroic Age from which later generations have 
fallen away is a useful concept for polemicizing the existing scene 
in its many phases. The attack of the radicals was comprehensive, 
embracing many social issues in terms of the Christian way. The 
Anabaptists, which were those groups of radicals most concerned 
for the nature of the church, employed the idea of the Fall in both 
chronological and cultural aspects. They adopted the historical 
framework, and upon it hung a vigorous critique of the Christen¬ 
dom in which they found themselves. 


Chronological Aspects 

The dating of the “Fall 55 is a significant clue to an under¬ 
standing of what was meant by the term. Among the Polish 
Brethren 60 we find a reference to Eusebius, dating the “Fall 55 with 
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the death of Simeon, the last of the grand old men who had known 
Jesus and the Twelve, said to have died as Bishop of Jerusalem in 
111 A.D. at the ripe age of 120 years: “up to this time the church 
remained a virgin pure and incorrupt.” 51 Related to this is a 
feeling that those who had personally known the Master could 
not miss the meaning of his simple and straightforward words. 
Those who came later, having neither the impress of his personali¬ 
ty nor the inner inspiration of the Spirit of Truth, corrupted and 
compromised the purity and simplicity of the Gospel. Thus the 
Anti-Trinitarians commonly maintained that early Christianity 
was nondogmatic and inspired. In the best times there had been 
no scholastic disputing about the Trinity nor defining of “heresy” 
on dogmatic grounds. Nor was force used to compel intellectual 
conformity, for the concern of true religion was then ethical and 
moral. The “Fall” is then dated with the Council of Nicea, 325 
A.D., when the crystallization of the Trinitarian formula put an 
end to charismatic leadership and inspired congregational life. 52 

Among the Anabaptists another aspect of the Fall was 
emphasized. Menno believed that the decline began early, was 
accentuated by Constantine, and culminated in an Edict of In¬ 
nocent I, 407 A.D., which made infant baptism compulsory. 53 
Generally speaking the Anabaptists dated the Fall with the reign 
of Constantine the Great. The Christian emperor seemed to them 
the very culmination of worldliness and power consciousness. For 
them the special mark of the Fall was the union of church and 
state, and the subsequent use of the civil arm in matters of faith. 54 
True religion is inward, and may not be compelled by any. 

But later, when Sylvester the 34th Pope paid tribute and pre¬ 
vailed upon Constantine the Great, who was the 43rd Emperor, 
with many flattering, sanctimonious words, [having] accepted 
him as a Christian in baptism, the Emperor provided throughout 
his whole realm great peace, with good intention to do thereby 
a service to God, to the Pope as Roman bishop, and to all who 
called themselves Christian. Thereby is the disease of craftiness, 
which creeps about in darkness, and the corruption which per¬ 
verted at high noon, introduced by violence. The Cross was con¬ 
quered and forged to the sword. All that happened through the 
slyness of the Old Serpent. 55 
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: With Constantine the voluntary association of true believers was 
I corrupted and became the church of the land, with authority 
resting upon outward compulsion rather than upon the Sword 
of the Spirit which is the Word of God (Eph. 6:17). 

It is notable that the radicals, both Anti-Trinitarian and 
Anabaptist, largely agreed in dating the Fall with the powerful 
administration of Constantine the Great. This is but another 
evidence that the ground of initial dissent was not a single issue 
but rather a general discontent with the formalizing and crystal¬ 
lizing “outwardness” of the Great Church. At first there were 
many leaders and groups free in both doctrine and ethical em¬ 
phasis. 56 But after a decade and more of persecution and internal 
discipline, some groups shaped a congregational life concerned 
chiefly with ethical issues, whereas others went on to maintain 
their continuing opposition at the level of doctrine. 

The Reformers were less anti-historical than the radicals, 
but they still found the concept of the Fall useful. Luther dated 
the Fall with Sabianus and Boniface III, who immediately fol¬ 
lowed Gregory the Great in asserting the temporal claims of the 
papacy. 67 For Luther, however, the church was never totally 
corrupted and the reign of Constantine was the summer-time 
of the faith. 58 For Zwingli, the Fall was dated with Hildebrand 
and the assertion of hierarchical power. 59 It is interesting to find 
Luther and Zwingli agreeing on their timing. For Calvin, it 
was the Bible rather than any evidence from history which gave 
authoritative ground for opposition to the old church. Neverthe¬ 
less, he stated different dates of the Fall on different issues, 
emphasizing especially the papal arrogation of authority under 
Gregory the Great. 60 

Cultural Aspects: The Marks of the Fallen Church 

The church in her fallen estate seemed to the Anabaptists 
far different from the community of true believers, the brother¬ 
hood of spiritual athletes. We must remember that they counted 
the fallen condition of the church from the days of Constantine 
until the beginning of their own movement . 61 The Reformers 
also belonged to the period of the Fall. The Anabaptists said 
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that the revival began with Luther and Zwingli, but when the 
Reformers clung to the old idea of Christendom the radicals 
counted them out. The criticisms directed against the imperial 
Roman religion are the criticisms directed against the Reformers: 
church and state were amalgamated, empty formalism and spir¬ 
itual slackness prevailed, infants were baptized into Christianity 
before their understanding could give the membership any con¬ 
tent. The Anabaptists wanted a thoroughgoing Restitution of 
the church as she had been before the Fall, and they criticized 
the nominal Christianity of the middle period in suggestive terms. 

What did the Anabaptists consider the marks of the fallen 
church? What did they list as the compromises and corruptions 
which set the fallen church off against the True Church as it 
had been in the Heroic Age? 

The Anabaptists felt most strongly of all about the union 
of church and state. 62 It was here that their vision of voluntary 
religious association conflicted irreducibly with the amalgamation 
of wordly and ecclesiastical power dated from the reigri of Con¬ 
stantine the Great. The Hutterites said that the final proof that 
the authorities of the so-called Christians ( vermainten Christen) 
were not truly Christian was in their use of compulsion in re¬ 
ligion. 63 In the youth of Jakob Huter the “religion” of the Tyrol 
changed five times according to political change of fortune. This 
seemed to him the most crass denial of that faith which is en¬ 
graven upon the heart of the true believer, which is a secret thing 
and not conformed to the pattern of the masses. 64 When the 
so-called Christian magistrates attempted to enforce conformity, 
they resorted to various compulsions and in the end to persecu¬ 
tion. Thereby the Spirit passed from them and was given to 
brotherhood movements which were persecuted, to “heretics” 
who walked the way of suffering and humility ( die geistlich 
Armen). The authorities became “Turks after the Spirit,” against 
whom the Anabaptist nonresistant would rather fight than against 
the real Turk. 65 

The Anabaptists were in fact among the first consistently 
to champion religious liberty in the modern sense. They believed 
that no individual might rightly be compelled by the magistrate 
in the matter of faith, 66 and they distinguished between political 
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sovereignty and those controls of the church which belong to its 
internal discipline and integrity. According to a great American 
historian, to Hans Denck (Niirnberg, 1524) goes the honor of 
the first modern enunciation of the principle of a man’s right to 
private religious interpretation. 67 The Anabaptists as a whole 
were more concerned about the freedom of the congregation than 
they were about the right of private interpretation, and their 
testimony is clear. The Lordship of Christ in the congregation 
prevents secular interference. 

All outward power may not command, be used nor yet rule 
in the kingdom of Christ. 

When outward power is allowed to rule in the kingdom of 
Christ it brings an offense to the Holy Spirit, the true Lord and 
Ruler without human assistance. . . , 68 

Such a security will exist, also in outward things, with practice 
of the true Gospel that each will let the other move and dwell in 
peace — be he Turk or heathen believing what he will — through 
and in his land, not submitting to a magistrate [in matters of 
faith]. Is there anything more to be desired? I stand fast on what 
the prophet says here. Everyone among all peoples may move 
around in the name of his God. That is to say, no one shall 
deprive another — whether heathen or Jew or Christian, but rather 
allow everyone to move in all territories in the name of his God. 
So may we benefit in the peace which God gives. 

No one shall discriminate against the other because of faith. 69 

The Anabaptists asserted that political compulsion in re¬ 
ligion was the denial of spiritual government and an affront to 
the spiritual power in the church. The potestas ecclesiae of the 
Christian congregation could not be maintained in a union of 
church and state. 70 Therefore the true covenantal community 
could not exist in such a system. Luther and Zwingli were no 
less tyrants than Constantine, because they also enforced re¬ 
ligious conformity by the civil power. 71 An Anabaptist testified 
before the court that he did not attend communion in the church 
of the land for two reasons: ( 1 ) the church was not worthy, 
for good and evil were together (lack of spiritual government, 
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Ban); (2) the magistrates coerced with prison, and properly 
they have no true authority in matters of faith. 72 “The right, 
the true community compels no one, but rather is itself always 
suffering under another. And they seek to kill no one. 5573 The 
free congregation is not dependent upon the magistrate’s violence. 
It may exist anywhere a little band of faithful meet and covenant 
together to walk in His ways. The Ban is their only “sword.” 74 

The separation of church and state which the Anabaptists 
represented thus involved at least two positive affirmations of 
vital religious significance: (1) the civic right of a free man to 
private religious interpretation, and (2) the Christian duty of 
the voluntary association to enforce a strong internal discipline. 
How often these two points have been confused! Far from being 
contradictory, these are two closely linked aspects of healthy con¬ 
gregational life. 

Another mark of the Fall of the church was the widespread 
warring in Christendom. In the military politics of the day, re¬ 
ligious controversy played a decisive role. Holding office and 
taking the oath were condemned by Anabaptists not only on 
the Biblical injunctions but also as part of a program involving 
total separation of the religious from the political authorities. 
Carrying and using the sword, taking the oath of allegiance, and 
serving to enforce political and economic and religious controls 
were all part of the feudal system. The constitutive aspect of 
the nonresistant position will be discussed later, 75 but here it is 
important to note that conscientious objection to war and kill¬ 
ing was closely related to the Anabaptist interpretation of history 
and the historical hope of the movement. That “Christians” 
should kill other “Christians” was thought to be one of the sure 
signs of the fallen church. This and other sins of violence be¬ 
longed to the middle period which the Anabaptists believed they 
were leaving behind. 

When the church was no longer the free association of those 
who had been inwardly moved and were met together for mutual 
improvement, religion declined into dead formalism. In both 
dogma and ecclesiastical organization an empty “outwardness” 
obtained, a mere sham of religion which the Anabaptists scorned. 
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They made no distinction between the Roman Catholics and 
the Reformers in their condemnation: perhaps dominant Protes¬ 
tantism gave a greater freedom in “forms,” but it still exaggerated 
the significance of the outward expression. 76 Anabaptism was 
in its rise a conscious reassertion of inspired religion, and this 
gave issue to certain problems as much as it produced a vivid 
attack upon the dead wood of old ways of doing things. The 
Restitution party said that strength lay in true inwardness, in 
the perfect simplicity of the common man. Sectarianism was 
itself a mark of concern for outward matters, since true believers 
are to be drawn together by inner power and magnetism rather 
than observance. 77 Beginning with the imperial pomp and dis¬ 
play of Constantine, a type of personal ambition entered the 
church which was the precise opposite to the submissive humility 
( Gelassenheit) characterizing the saints of the Lord. “With all 
your energy read through the old patristic history how after the 
death of the pupils of the apostles the unspotted virgin church be¬ 
came a whore through the fornication of the ccclesiasts. . . .” 78 

The lust of the ecclesiastics for power and position had re¬ 
placed the old democracy of the simple believers’ band. Some 
writers have claimed that the Anabaptists, who emphasized this 
point, depended upon the medieval ethical criticism of the hier¬ 
archy and were therefore in fact a return to monasticism. The 
Anabaptists did not, however, consider themselves an “order” 
or marginal movement within the church: rather their congre¬ 
gations were the True Church. The priesthood of all believers 
was taken to mean the application of the consilia perfectionis to 
all Christians instead of only a special class. They pitted these 
counsels of perfection against the type of ambitious individual 
personality produced by formalism, and looked for another type 
of leader who would relive the virtue of the Early Church men. 

Of special significance was the Anabaptists’ denial of the 
Mass, and it must be comprehended in terms of their general 
reaction to display and formalism. The radicals refuted the 
objective merit upon which the Roman Church rested, and 
denied the real presence which Luther and Calvin retained. For 
them the Supper was a memorial and symbol of their corporate 
union with each other in the Risen Lord. 79 andreas karlstadt 
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(c. 1480-1541) 80 played a large part in the sacramental discus¬ 
sion, beginning with the moment when he swung from Luther 
to the Zwickau prophets at Wittenberg. During the short-lived 
revolt there, in 1521-1522, he celebrated the Supper in both 
kinds, without motions or ceremonies and in civilian clothes. 81 
His writings influenced Hiibmaier and were known to the group 
in Zurich, 82 but the Swiss Brethren seem to have taken their 
figurative understanding of the Supper primarily from Zwingli 
and Oecolampadius. 83 Karlstadt’s own teaching on the meaning 
of Jesus’ words, “This is my body . . .,” was not widely accepted, 
but his criticism of the Roman and Lutheran emphasis upon 
the “material” and “outward” circulated over a broad front. 
The Anabaptists said that Christ was not in the material but 
sat on the right hand of God the Father Almighty. 84 For them, 
to worship the physical bread and wine was the most awful 
idolatry and materialization of the spiritual truth of the presence 
of Christ in the midst of believers assembled. The doctrine of 
the real presence was blasphemy, wherein Christ was martyred 
again. 85 

Following Luther, the Anabaptists said that with the rise 
of Rome to power and imperial government, the heart of or¬ 
ganized Christianity became rotten with the pomp and display 
of worldly power. In its prime Christianity had been a lay re¬ 
ligion; under the imperial authority there arose a swarm of 
professionals, who did not comprehend the democratic simplicity 
of Christian brethren. The rise of the hierarchy was itself a 
sign of the “Fall.” 86 But the faithful know that it is far better 
to count upon Christ and His simple Gospel than upon the pope 
and all the councils. Not only did the organization show the 
corrosive effects of power consciousness, but the very buildings 
indicated the concern for outward show. Great stone structures 
were piled up where once two or three had gathered together 
in His Spirit, 87 and now no sincere and simple spirit could feel 
at home there. 

Instead of the Church of Christ that is the community and 
congregation of believers they have built and erected stone Tem¬ 
ples, called them churches to deceive men thereby. Instead of the 
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Saints and pious men who are sanctified by God they have placed 
in their churches pictures — wooden, stone, silver likenesses and 
dumb saints. And to show honor and service to them they have 
robbed living Saints called for the service of God. 88 

According to Anabaptist historiography, during the dispersion 
of the middle period the True Church met in the woods, forests, 
fields, and private dwellings. They testified that they did not 
enter the great buildings, but gathered informally in two’s and 
three’s. 89 In every case they opposed the externalization of the 
faith, the compromise with worldly standards of “success” and 
well-being. 

On the matter of infant baptism the state church rose or 
fell, 90 and the Anabaptists were incisive in repudiation of the 
rite. They maintained that there was no indication of such 
practice in the Bible or the Early Church. 91 The baptism of 
children came not from the Master, but was “established after the 
Age of the Apostles by the popes through their cunning in their 
Christian Churches.” 92 Neither were sleeping adults baptized, 
as they pointed out when Luther said the faith of the congre¬ 
gation justified baptism of unwitting infants. 93 The promiscuous 
use of the rite to bring into the Great Church all kinds of pagans 
without inner reformation indicated the “Fall.” When this 
happened the moral life of the community blended with that 
of the world. There came to be no difference between Christian 
and non-Christian; indeed, the non-Christian might walk closer 
to the path He walked than the professing man. The corrup¬ 
tion of the church was precisely this: that she took in masses 
of people who had no understanding of what the Gospel meant 
in “conquering” the Roman Empire and the German tribes — 
and then completed the compromise in later centuries by taking- 
in generation after generation of children who had not reached 
the age of understanding. “For a Christian life is no child’s 
play,” 94 but a matter calling for stern discipline and vigorous 
ethical living. 

When the radicals at Zurich began to condemn infant bap¬ 
tism, Zwingli saw that it meant a church separated from the 
state and he clarified his own thinking against them. At first the 
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Anabaptists only refrained from baptizing infants; the Swiss 
Reformers had themselves raised the question. But on January 
17, 1525, a Disputation was held and the leaders of the “root 
and branch 55 movement were expelled from the city. Shortly 
thereafter adult baptism was introduced, at Zollikon, and be¬ 
lievers 5 baptism became a spiritual sword aimed right at the 
heart of the cantonal church system. 95 As persecution increased 
in the following years the issue of baptism grew in importance, 96 
but from the very first it implied a significantly different view of 
the nature of the church which the Reformers could hardly miss. 

With the addition of large numbers of nominal Christians 
at the time of the “Fall, 55 and successive centuries of admission 
of all the people of the land through infant baptism, the church 
was no longer the congregation of the elect. In general a slipshod 
practice of spiritual laxity resulted: this the Anabaptists ener¬ 
getically condemned. They told in contrast how the spiritual 
athletes of the Heroic Age conducted themselves, and warned 
and admonished the men and women of the latter days whose 
lives conformed to the world rather than to the Kingdom. Not 
only were New Testament truths not emphasized in the fallen 
church, but there seemed to be no consciousness that mere ob¬ 
servance of ritual and professional procedure could not substitute 
for true inwardness. The nominal Christians met in great crowds 
and maintained confession and fast days, but no admonition of 
brother for brother prevailed. The Anabaptists were convinced 
that there could be no true spiritual government in an established 
church. 97 

In a territorial system the alternative to laxity was persecu¬ 
tion; the hollowness of the outward religion was further exposed 
by the violence with which formal rectitude was maintained. 
Actually what was involved in the main was persecution of the 
few by the few, while the great masses remained untouched and 
indifferent. Some persecutors, to be sure, cut a wide swathe. 
One of the most famous hangmen of the period, Berthold Aichele 
of Bavaria, boasted that he had hanged over forty Protestant 
pastors and twelve hundred “revolutionaries 55 in his time. 98 The 
only alternatives for the faithful in most areas were apostasy, 
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martyrdom, or fleeing into exile if a place of refuge could be 
found. 

For the great masses of nominal Christians, the relation be¬ 
tween Christian brethren meant no more than the general social 
relationship required. The Anabaptists were especially offended 
by this, and taught that in right living the Christians were ac¬ 
countable for each other . Christ had given the commands for 
true believers who lived together in the bonds of brotherhood. 
Cupidity and self-interest were not only blemishes on the clergy, 
but also scandalous among the laity. According to the Brethren, 
Christ threw the thieves out of the temple, showing that he didn’t 
want traders and exploiters in His church." The man who lived 
by rents and tithes upon the toil of another was no true Christian 
brother, whether clergy or lay. Andreas Castelberger of the Swiss 
Brethren said such a man was no better than a thief or mur¬ 
derer. 100 It is impossible to be friend of both God and the 
world! 101 Perfect Christian fraternity demanded submission of 
selfish interests to the needs of the community. Personal display 
and aggrandizement were to be condemned strongly wherever 
they appeared, and all such tendencies among Christians were 
to be vigorously curbed by spiritual government. 

During the centuries of her fallen estate the church was so 
thoroughly corrupted and compromised that a thoroughgoing 
revolution in her life was necessary. The Anabaptists demanded 
that she return to the Age of Heroes. Similarly, the nominal 
Christians must go through a spiritual revolution, like a new 
Noah’s Ark setting sail from all earthly things. 102 Having sub¬ 
mitted to empty observations and half-hearted ritual for so long, 
the church must be purged by the Spirit and baptized into a 
new life of Christian discipline. The inflections and shadings 
were to be sloughed off, and the new law of Christ to be enforced 
without any glosses. 


ANALYSIS OF THE IDEA OF THE FALL 

In the primitivism of the radicals we find a definite mixture 
of chronological and cultural elements. The glorification of the 
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Early Church, the “Fall,” the restoration of lost virtue — all 
represented a heavy weight of ethical judgment as well as a 
historical framework. It must be understood that these elements 
cannot be disentangled and that different themes are interwoven 
with varying degrees of emphasis in various groups and leaders. 
What was involved, of course, was not so much a naivete con¬ 
cerning certain historical events and their interpretation as it 
was the promulgation of a myth. This myth may or may not 
be “true, 55 but the “truth” or “falsehood” of the myth depends 
upon much more fundamental issues than the question of literal 
fact: i.e., whether in point of technical fact an early congrega¬ 
tion at Corinth was superior in spiritual power and morals to a 
congregation at Rome in 314 or 326 A.D. The historical frame¬ 
work is not explicit in all recorded Anabaptist teachings, and 
it would appear that even the most common ethical understand¬ 
ings (e.g., nonresistance, spiritual government, sharing) were 
not present in like mass among all leaders and groups. However, 
during the time of clarification the main outline of Anabaptist 
thought became evident, and it has persisted in various ways 
in radical Protestant groups to this day. Our study is, therefore, 
a summary analysis of the basic ideas of “sectarian Protestant¬ 
ism,” a type of Protestantism which is quite different in thought 
structure from either Catholicism or magisterial Protestantism. 

We may well ask in what way this framework of Christian 
history, which we encounter in vivid form in Anabaptism, is 
related to more general cultural concerns and even to a special 
way of interpreting secular history. On occasion there may be 
associated with the “Fall” of the church the theme of recurring 
falls in history. Thus a religious revolutionary fifty years before 
the Reformation epoch expressed the interweaving of religious 
themes with social expectancy: in the coming restoration the 
church and the world would both be set right by the Prophet 
King. The worldly power of the papacy is the foremost evil, and 
Kaiser Frederick was the prophet’s heroic type for politico- 
religious reform. The revolutionary writer taught that com¬ 
munism was the true order, and that the introduction of Roman 
law marked the “Fall” in both church and society. 
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All evil is established by the Latins; they set forth jus Quiri - 
turn militare, this is mine, that is yours. Thereby they broke all 
friendliness and the love of God, because that [Roman] law is 
against the natural Godly law. Thereby inferiority and enmity 
were established. . . . 103 

The coming politico-religious Messiah whom this revolutionary 
proclaimed was the King of the Black Forest, who would become 
the Lord of all Christendom. 

The King of the Black Forest . . . will make a reformation 
with pious Christians, kill the blasphemous, wipe out the drunken, 
root out the lecherers, cut ofl the lustful, take power away from the 
frivolous, banish the clergy from the land, who needlessly distort 
the work of the Lord, put all the orders to work, who seek more 
their own [interest] than the common need, and also imprison the 
prelates who buy them with friendship. 104 

Many more examples could be given of plans for combined re¬ 
ligious and social reform which circulated in the popular mind 
in the period before the Reformation. 

Among various radicals of the sixteenth century, certain 
of the old themes recur. The attitude of Sebastian Franck al¬ 
ready has been noted. 105 At Munster the revolutionaries destroyed 
the old historical records in the cathedral to clear the air for a 
fresh beginning in both church and world. Occasionally the 
religious primitivism is mixed in this way with general cultural 
primitivism among the more significant Anabaptist teachers and 
groups, and the expectation of a purification of church life may 
lead on to a broad social reform at the end. 106 Generally speaking, 
however, the Anabaptists proper avoided general social issues and 
devoted their attention to the reform within the church. The 
marvel is not that social ideas and cultural primitivism crept into 
their thought on occasion, but rather that in such a short time 
they were able to define a coherent pattern of lay Christian re¬ 
ligion. 

The experience of persecution was so vivid in the first years 
of Anabaptism that the groups looked for little in the world and 
had small hope for its renewal. Only in the final age would the 
fulfillment of the church restoration lead on to a general social 
renewal; they remained somewhat vague as to how this was to 
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occur. 107 One thing was fixed in their minds: it would not oc¬ 
cur by violence or revolution. Eventually, however, the primitivist 
strain expressed itself in cultural patterns also. Today, the most 
direct descendants of militant Anabaptism reside in cultural 
enclaves in America. Like the Continental Mennonites, they 
have “gone over to the world,” but in another way: they have 
“gone over to the world” of a past generation. The Hutterite 
Brethren and some American Mennonites today represent an 
archaic social pattern strangely out of place in the twentieth 
century. The original heightened tension between the “church” 
and the “world” has in many sections of Mennonitism deterio¬ 
rated into a tension between the eighteenth century and the 
twentieth century. Plain clothes have become peculiar clothes. 
In fairness it must be said, however, that this breaking of the 
dialectic is not so disgraceful as the failure of great legal and 
social establishments to realize that a tension exists between 
Christian norms and popular folkways. Moreover, there is a 
very live movement within American Mennonitism which is seek¬ 
ing to lift again the classical questions to the church, and put aside 
the old easy adjustments. But our theoretical review of primi¬ 
tivism would not be complete without note of the fact that a 
structure of religious primitivism tends to slip over into a pattern 
of cultural primitivism. 

Periodization of History 

The idea of the “Fall” is only part of a general periodization 
of history, and various styles of periodization reflect the view 
of the thinker involved. 108 In a prophet like David Joris, who 
saw three ages — each introduced by a “David the scheme 
is fairly obvious! 109 In Bernt Rothmann’s Restitutio there were 
a number of successive falls and restitutions, as also in Sebastian 
Franck’s writings. We find in them the thought of a last age, 
a millennial reign shortly to be introduced or already begun in 
the congregations of the Restitution. There have been various 
“falls” in the past, but this is to be the final Restitution — to be 
followed by the eternal restitution of all things (Acts 3:21). 110 
In the Anabaptists proper, the periodization seems to have been 
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limited mainly to Christian history, although there is the sug¬ 
gestion that the Restitution of the True Church will lead on to 
the millennial reign. 

What happened to the True Church during the fallen period 
of the Great Church? There had been a gathering of God’s folk 
in the beginning of history, and they were being gathered up 
and established again on sure foundations. But the Anabaptists 
said that in the middle period the faithful were in dispersion, 
like the Israelites in the wilderness. They were accustomed to 
trace their succession back to the Early Church, usually identi¬ 
fying the faithful during the dispersion with the “heretics” con¬ 
demned by the Great Church: John Scotus, Waldo, the Fraticelli, 
Wyelif, John Hus. 111 There were also those radicals who said 
that the succession was totally broken off with the “Fall.” In 
the marginal Anabaptist” movement at Munster they said that 
there had been no True Church for fourteen hundred years. 112 
Sebastian Franck, Caspar Schwenckfcld, and David Joris be¬ 
lieved the continuity was broken, and that only a prophet with 
direct divine commission could gather again a community of 
believers — introducing by his appearance the New Age. 113 But 
the more historically minded groups elaborated their primitivist 
historiography in which the small brotherhood groups were the 
bridge of evangelical faith between the “Fall” and the “Restitu¬ 
tion.” Among the Anabaptists this was the familiar interpreta¬ 
tion: during the middle period the True Church was in dis¬ 
persion, among those called “heretics 

Eschatology 

From their cultural attitudes and periodization of history, 
it is clear that understanding the radicals involves a large measure 
of concentration upon their eschatology. 11 - 1 Their attitude was 
no pale historical interpretation, and not primarily a matter of 
historical fact; rather it involved a doctrine of the moving power 
of history itself. There is some difference of opinion as" to how 
closely the Reformers and the Anabaptists followed the same 
historical patterns in their interpretations, but it becomes clear 
that the Anabaptists conceived of themselves as the secret mean- 
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ing and bearers of the New Age: we find in their church view 
an eschatological accent not found as prominently in the domi¬ 
nant groups. 115 Christian history is a history of the elect, of the 
vanguard, and of the wonders which God performs through 
their capacity for discipline and suffering. In the New Age the 
“Fall” is reversed, and the old corruptions and compromises 
are left behind by the community of believers. They hold Him 
true who has promised that He would perform greater things 
through His Disciples than He worked himself. 


ORIGINS OF THE IDEA IN THE LEFT WING 

The contributions of Humanism and Joachimitism to the 
primitivist church view previously have been suggested. 116 The 
paired ideas of normative Early Church and “Fall have seen 
the light in various group records since Joachim and the Fraticelli, 
quite apart from the writings of the scholars. The Waldensians, 
in point of fact the first of the Free Churches, had such an in¬ 
terpretation of history. The Unitas Fratrum has maintained 
such a church view to the present day, although the adaptations 
introduced by Zinzcndorf and the Pietist period radically af¬ 
fected the practice and view of the church, and modified the 
break from magisterial Protestantism. We may fairly conclude, 
however, that the total and systematic application of primitivist 
historiography to the life of the church was a major work of 
the Anabaptists. 

Which is the true [Church]? The ancient, apostolic. My wish, 
my yearning is that the world may go back to a true apostolic 
church. The Acts and the writings of the Great [Church] Fathers 
and ancient Bishops show the way on which we must go back to 
it. The apostolic church flourished to the time of Constantine. 
From then on it was perverted, because the Bishops went over to 
the world. . . . m 

In these words georg witzel (1501-1573) stated the feeling 
about the Golden Age of the faith which came to be distinctive 
of Anabaptism. Witzel wanted to see an ethical Reformation; 
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he had a great and vivid vision of the purity of the primitive 
community at Jerusalem. 118 When Lutheranism failed to pro¬ 
duce the desired fruits, he broke with it. Eventually he recon¬ 
verted to Rome, but not before he had greatly influenced early 
Anabaptism. Johannes Campanus was for a time his friend and 
associate and took the historical framework from him, and 
through Campanus 5 lost masterpiece — Contra totum post - 
Apostolos-mundum — the primitivist motif found wide circula¬ 
tion among the radicals. Campanus greatly influenced the 
Wassenburger preachers, whose advent in Munster was of such 
fatal consequence for that city. In Bernt Rothmann’s Bekennt- 
nisse van beyden Sacramenten (1533) 119 we find the influence 
of Campanus 5 book, to which Henrik Rol in 1529 had called 
Rothmann’s attention. 120 Sebastian Franck was also among 
those who liked Campanus 5 denial of all authoritative teachers 
since the apostles, and he is accredited with being the first to 
promote the theme of restitutio among the historians of the 
period. 121 Thus Witzel, whose later period was devoted to the 
effort to reintroduce primitive liturgical practices within (ffhe 
Roman Catholic Church, 122 contributed a most influential note 
to Protestant radicalism. 

The praise of life in the Heroic Age leads readily to the 
concept of restoring the lost virtue. Primitivism and the idea 
of perfectability are frequently confused and entertained in the 
same material, according to a student of primitivism, and such 
proves to be the case in the Left Wing. 123 Christian life in the 
old Jerusalem leads to the New Jerusalem. Not far from the 
idea of the “Fall” is the hope of an eventual Restitution. And 
not far from the hope is the determination to practice a new life 
fit for the New Age. The Anabaptists pressed forward to these 
positive disciplines which gave permanent form to their congre¬ 
gational life, moving on from the fallen church to the new in¬ 
gathering. 


CHAPTER III 


The Restitution of the True Church 

The dominant theme in the thinking of the main-line Ana¬ 
baptists was the recovery of the life and virtue of the Early 
Church. 1 The ordinances which had characterized the True 
Church (die rechte Kirche) in that Heroic Age were to be made 
a program for thoroughgoing reformation. The Reformers were 
not willing to make so radical a break from the past, but those 
whose key concept was restitutio rather than reformatio were 
determined to erase what they considered the shame of centuries 
and to recapitulate the purified church life of the Golden Age 
of the faith. In reviewing the records, the reader is struck with 
the Anabaptists’ acute consciousness of separation from the “fal¬ 
len” church — in which they included the Reformers as well 
as the Roman institution. Some writers have therefore concluded 
that Anabaptism is not merely a variant form of Protestantism, 
but rather an ideology and practice quite different in kind from 
those of both Rome and the Reformers. If Anabaptism consti¬ 
tutes such a radical departure, a “Third Type” as distinct from 
Catholicism and magisterial Protestantism, the importance of 
this idea for the interpretation of subsequent Christian history 
is self-evident. The rise of the Free Churches, the development 
of the type of church life characteristic of America and the 
younger churches of Asia and Africa, the emergence of a new 
understanding of the vocation of the laity even within the old- 
style Continental Protestantism — all of these movements are 
set in a new context. 2 The present writer is moved to suggest 
that the Anabaptist revolution within Christian history was so 
thoroughgoing as to be sui generis , and that in distinguishing the 
church types of magisterial Protestantism from the sixteenth- 
century beginnings of the Free Churches we may properly speak 
of the “Church of the Reformers” on the one hand and the 
“Church of the Restitution” on the other. 
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J'v THE problem of continuity 

The churches of the Reformers did not turn against the 
past centuries of Christian history with such abandon. Although 
there was a primitivist note in the thinking of Luther and Zwingli 
and Calvin and Butzer, they did not finally break so radically 
from the medieval pattern. Within the major political units the 
churches remained established, and at local church level the 
parish pattern was maintained. The Anabaptists, however, had 
a much different view of the periods of Christian history and of 
apostolicity” itself. For them th e question yyas loyalty not so 
/ m uch to a tradition of developed rites and orders, t o “apostolic 
I gyccgssion, >3 as it was to “apostolicity” measured in terms of 
I id entification with New Testament ordinances. T hey believed 
tha t the devoted Christian could find guide lines in t he Bible 
for the organiz ation of his church life lust as plainly as he could 
/find the basic theological content of his faith. 

Where Did the Restitution Begin? 

For some in the Left Wing, especially the revolutionaries 
and^independents (Spintualisten) , the separation from the “fal¬ 
len” church was conceived in most specific terms of date and 
place. The point where the truly spiritual life was restored, and 
the names of those found faithful, were given serious considera¬ 
tion. The revolutionaries believed that the End was begun in 
their movement. They believed in the totality of their church 
and dispensation and world mission. Even the more quiet groups 
faced a parallel problem in interpreting historical events. “The 
Reformation hopes for a coming heavenly revelation of victory. 
But the Schwarmer believe that there is yet only a little stride 
to make in order to be ecclesia triumphans on earth.” 4 

In pinpointing the origin of their movement some looked 
to Nikolsburg or St. Gall. Niimberg was favored by certain 
groups. Some declared “that there should be a great battle about 
Nurnberg and whoever was baptized should not be slain. There¬ 
upon there would come to be a new rule and all would be alike.” 5 
Groups in Middle Germany looked toward Miihlhausen, others 
to Strassburg and then toward Miinster. 6 Captured missioners 
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and many who never joined the Hutterites at all frequently de¬ 
clared Moravia to be the place where true Christian order had 
been restored. 

The Stille, however, generally accepted the Reformers 5 doc¬ 
trine that the True Church might be found anywhere. Also, 
they apparently held merely to the quiet principle that the True 
Church could not have been destroyed since the founding, which 
is a standpoint different from the pragmatic power consciousness 
of the revolutionary wing. Thus the question of the precise 
moment or place where a true Restitution is effected seems of 
no fatal consequence to the main-line Anabaptists. But what 
seems apparent is not absolutely true. The Stille also treasured 
a social hope, and among the more vigorous groups that hope 
was expressed by vital internal discipline and outward evangel. 
Certain it is that the creative state of tension which marked the 
early Anabaptists off from surrounding society was far from the 
cultural and religious resignation of many of their descendants. 

All wings of the movement were agreed in a strong attack 
upon the standing order, with its confusion of political and cul¬ 
tural and religious factors. Some called for a strict return to 
the New Testament pattern. “For it is better and more certain 
to build on Christ and His teaching than to rely on Fathers and 
Councils. Behold Christ the Lord will judge on the Last Day 
and not pope, fathers, councils . 557 Others cried aloud for the 
inspired leadership which might deliver them from dry formalism 
and deadly institutionalism. 

Whoever, my dearest brethren in the Lord, would learn 
rightly the judgment of God and the sign of Holy Writ in truth, 
should not turn to the noise of the hired preachers [geltprediger], 
but look to the poor, the despised of the world, those called en¬ 
thusiasts and demon-possessed according to the model of Christ 
and the apostles. Listen to them. For no one can reach the Truth 
unless he follows in the footsteps of Christ and His elect in the 
valley of suffering, or in part at least has decided to follow in the 
justification of the Cross of Christ according to the Will of God. 
For no one may learn the secret of divine wisdom in the dens and 
murderous alleys of all knavery as declared in Wittenberg or at 
Paris . 8 
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After a short period of general protest, a strict Biblicism tri¬ 
umphed over prophetism and chiliasm in large sections of the 
Left Wing, and the restored True Church began to assume 
definite proportions. The pattern was defined in terms of strict 
adherence to certain ordinances defined in the New Testament. 
What Christ said, could be done. 

A Different View of Tradition 

It will be recognized that there is involved here a different 
view of apostolicity from that of the Protestant establishments. 

Many other Christians consider it self-evident that such a 
view of the Church is far from the New Testament and its 
churches. It can certainly be debated how far the simple relation¬ 
ships of early Christianity are normative for the Christians of later 
periods. Either the message and example of the New Testament 
are taken to be a binding norm or they are considered to be his¬ 
torically undeveloped beginning patterns which had later to be 
altered. Moreover, the Protestant parish- and state-churches have 
generally agreed with the second point of view. On the contrary, 
churches and religious societies on the line of the free churches 
have understood that the New Testament gives the standards also 
for the organization [of the Church ]. 9 

The choice might be said to lie between “apostolic succession” 
and “apostolicity.” In any case, we have a quite different view 
Christian tradition in the Anabaptists and the later Free 
Churches from that which obtains in Roman Catholicism and 
magisterial Protestantism. 


WHAT ARE THE MARKS OF THE TRUE CHURCH? \! 

What then was the given pattern, as the Anabaptists reread 
it from the New Testament 10 and sought to make it concrete in 
the life of their congregations? 
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Believers 3 Baptism 

Infant baptism was challenged by many dissenting groups 
on scriptural grounds, and it came early to the fore in discussions 
at such various points as Wittenberg, Zurich, Strassburg, Munster, 
and among the Hutterites and Dutch Mennonitcs. The radicals 
were convinced that the practice was introduced after apostolic 
times, in spite of the classic rejoinder that the baptism of house¬ 
holds must have included children (e.g., I Corinthians 10:2). 

In defining the classical Anabaptist positions, we can rely 
heavily on the important statement known as the Schleitheim 
Confession of Michael sattler (c. 1490-1527). The first of 
the “Seven Articles” (Feb. 24, 1527) condemned infant baptism 
as non-apostolic: 11 the rite would not be used, therefore, in a 
congregation seriously trying to relive the life of the Early Church. 

A great mass of men is without God’s word and command in 
today’s world with its infant baptism — a trickery to the simple 
and an insidious shame to all Christianity, a brassy pretence 
of all godless; for in all the Bible not a single quotation can be 
brought forward to justify it.” 12 The Great Church said it was 
necessary to baptize children lest they die in sin. But if chil¬ 
dren were in mortal sin in their natural state before the age of 
understanding, would Christ have said, “Suffer the little children 
to come unto me and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom 
of heaven ” (Luke 18:16)? 13 According to the Anabaptists, the 
children were restored by Christ’s sacrifice from the depths of 
original sin, and remained so until able to distinguish between 
good and evil. 14 
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When Menno Simons questioned the practice of infant 
baptism and turned toward the apologists, they could not allay 
his doubts: Luther justified it by the child’s appropriation of y 
faith from the congregation, Butzer called it a guarantee of 
godly training, Bullinger (following Zwingli) said it was the 
Christian parallel to the Old Testament ordinance of circum¬ 
cision. Menno concluded that no one spoke from the New 
Testament. 16 


By the very example of the Master, baptism must be an 
adult matter. At the age of 30 he went into the Jordan to ob- 
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serve the approved custom at the hands of John; thereby He 
became a sign of the New Covenant. 16 Those who would walk 
in His way of submission and martyrdom might thereby know 
that the Christian life requires mature dedication and discipline. 
Such commitment requires a degree of understanding ( Vernunft) 
which only mature persons can possess. 17 According to the 
Anabaptists, such commitment begins in a thoroughgoing re¬ 
pentance; repentance was the key word in the oldest baptismal 
liturgies. 18 The new member must be deeply aware that he has 
foresworn the world, sin, and the devil, and in whole heart and 
soul and body set out to live for God and His church. 19 

The baptism of a believer is a symbol of the sinking in the 
death of Christ and of being raised again (“new birth”) in His 
resurrection. 20 No one can come into the Kingdom unless he be 
born again (John 3:3), and this was the spiritual event sym¬ 
bolized by water baptism into the community. 

"Marx, you have been before now a light-hearted young fel¬ 
low, and must become another man, to put the Old Adam from 
you and take on a newer and better self.” Marx answered, he 
would do his best. Then Blaurock asked if he longed for the Grace 
of God and when he answered, "Yes," Blaurock spoke: "Come 
here, and I will baptize you!" Then Marx went and at that 
Blaurock baptized him. 21 

In Anabaptist teaching, the new birth has Christ alone as founda¬ 
tion and must occur radically in the history of both the individual 
believer and the True Church. The new beginning was as 
fundamental for the individual believer as it was for the Church 
of the Restitution. It was this constitutive element which dis¬ 
tinguished the Anabaptists from both Roman Catholic “work 
righteousness” and Lutheran sola [ides . 

“The Scripture speaks of Perfection, which will be initiated 
through the Holy Spirit when one lives according to the com¬ 
mand of God.” 22 This is the ground of the Anabaptists’ uncom¬ 
promising integrity in shaping up a Christian witness. 23 Optimism 
as to the power of the Holy Spirit working in the midst of the 
faithful is contrasted with pessimism about the world and its 
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“religion. 55 “Therefore the baptism is a battle with sin, to kill 
it throughout the whole of life.” 24 

The real issue was the Restitution of a vigorous congrega¬ 
tional life, as it was thought to have been lived in apostolic times, 
and the argument between infant baptism and adult baptism 
was a vehicle of the prior issue. 25 The preaching of the Gospel, 
often carried on the proof text of the Great Commission, 26 was 
an open invitation to any man to make personal absolution and 
to covenant a new life with God and the community of believers. 
The idea of a covenantal relation to God and one’s fellows be¬ 
came the foundation of the Anabaptist community, and through 
it came the use of the Ban (spiritual government). 27 The Ana¬ 
baptists said repeatedly that true baptism was that submission 
to the divine authority described in I Peter 3:18-22, the responsi¬ 
bility of a good conscience toward God. 28 They saw that this 
couldn’t be done easily in this kind of a world, but required 
brotherly admonition and exhortation, the practice of intentional 
fellowship. 

By baptism the believer came under the discipline of a 
Biblical people — a discipline which he himself helped make 
and enforce. If the door of entrance were closely watched, a 
strong and true church could be maintained. The Anabaptists 
noted that the Master worked long with a small group, and then 
one of them betrayed Him. A long time of training was required 
for membership in the Early Church, and the True Church of 
the Restitution would not add members promiscuously. 29 The 
church covenant was undertaken at baptism and was thought 
to be the highest expression of religious voluntarism short of 
martyrdom itself; the balancing factor was the power of the 
community to forgive sins. 30 This was the Anabaptist understand¬ 
ing of the Keys of Peter. Related to it was the Key of David 
(schliissel Davits)* 1 which in the inchoate groups of the first 
years had been found in the primary religious experience of the 
individual. As the groups took definite form, the key which un¬ 
locked Scripture and made possible a true interpretation of Bib¬ 
lical teaching became a collective rather than an individual 
possession. The right of private interpretation, still asserted against 
the monopoly of the “Roman doctors” in public life, became the 
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obligation to test one’s findings with those of others within the 
fellowship. “The Father of mercy will establish the Key of 
David in our hearts so that we may open thereby the closed 
Book, the secret of His will.” 32 

In the quest for final authority, the Key of David (which 
unlocked the meaning of Scripture) and the Keys of Peter (which 
unlocked the gates of heaven and hell) became possessions of 
the community of believers. 33 Group consciousness became a 
dominant force in baptized life. Among the rules of the Hutterite 
communities (1529) was this: the internal admonitions exer¬ 
cised under the authority of the baptismal submission were not 
to be revealed outside the church. 34 For all practical purposes, 
the power of the esoteric group was final in spiritual matters. 35 
Neither the unbaptized selfishness and individualism of the Old 
Adam nor an outside unbaptized social control might invade 
the spiritual dominion thus separated out for the sovereign 
Floly Spirit. 

Spiritual Government 

Spiritual government rests, in the end, upon the threat of 
expulsion from the congregation of believers: the Ban. Those 
unwilling to be so harsh complained, “They blame us especially 
because we don’t have the Ban. They mean to separate good 
from evil as was frequently done at the time of the Apostles.” 36 
In some cases experiencing the Ban might mean social ostracism 
(shunning, Meidung ), but generally it meant the loss of privileges 
within the brotherhood. There is no compulsion in a voluntary 
I association but this breaking of fellowship. 

And if thy brother sin against thee, go, show him his fault 
between thee and him alone: and if he hear thee, thou hast 
gained thy brother. But if he hear thee not, take with thee two 
or more, that at the mouth of two witnesses or three every word 
may be established. And if he refuse to hear them, tell it unto the 
church: and if he refuse to hear the church also, let him be unto 
thee as the Gentile and the publican. (Matthew 18:15-17) 

This New Testament ordinance was the beginning of every 
Anabaptist elaboration of the problem of government within the 
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church, 37 and it is obvious that it presupposed a freely acting 
congregation which did not depend upon any worldly power j 
but upon its own spirit of fellowship. 38 They said of the table of 
the Lord: 

23. It is not to be used without the rule of Christ in Matt. 18, 
otherwise it is not the Lord’s Supper, for without that rule every 
man will run after the externals; the inner matter, love, will be 
passed by, if brethren and false brethren approach or eat it. 

Go forward with the word and establish a Christian church 
with the help of Christ and his rule, as we find it instituted Mat¬ 
thew 18 and applied in the epistles. . . . 39 

The secular government and questions of natural right were 
quite outside the discussion: “For the secret of God is not in 
outward respect of persons, even if he be king or kaiser, prince 
or count, noble or commoner, townsman or farmer, shepherd 
or poorer yet [in social status]. . . .” 40 

The most famous Anabaptist confessions of faith concerned 
themselves very largely with the matter of spiritual government. 
The second of the “Seven Articles 55 ( 1527) 41 dealt with this 
agreed practice of the congregations, and the fifth of the “Five 
Articles 55 of the Hutterites (c. 1547) 42 dealt with a special appli¬ 
cation of spiritual government: divorce between believers and 
unbelievers. In Anabaptist thinking, the majesty of the church 
paralleled the power of the magistrate ( Obrigkeit ) in the world, 
and the authority of internal government rested upon the loyalty 
of the membership. 

After the people have received the Word of God and through 
water baptism in the presence of the church have put themselves 
under obligation to God to live according to the Word, and if they 
are ready to walk in newness of life and henceforth not to let sin 
reign in the mortal body, they still have need of medicine, because 
men are by nature children of wrath, evil and incapable, whereby 
the foul and stinking flesh together with the poisoned members 
may be somehow cut off, in order that the whole body may not be 
dishonored and corrupted. 43 

Hubmaier elaborated the theme extensively in two works: Von 
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der bruderlichen Strafe and Vom christlichen Bann. He went 
into some detail to describe the process: 

Leonard: What is fraternal discipline? 

John. When one sees his brother sin, he should go to him in love 
and admonish him fraternally and privately to leave off such 
sin. If he does leave off, his soul is won. If he does not, then 
two or three witnesses should be taken, and he may be admon¬ 
ished before them a second time. If he yields it is well - if not, 
the church should hear of it. He is brought before her and 
admonished a third time. If he leaves off his sin the church has 
won his soul. 

Leonard: Where does the church get its authority? 

John: From Christ's command, given in Matt, xviii. 18 Tohn 
xx. 23. J 

Leonard: By what right may one brother use his authority over 
another? 

John: By the baptismal vow, which subjects everyone to the 
church and all its members, according to the word of Christ. 
Leonard: Suppose the admonished sinner will not correct his 
course? 

John: Then the church has the power and right to exclude and 
excommunicate him, as a perjurer and apostate. 

Leonard: What is excommunication? 

John: It is exclusion and separation to such an extent that no fel¬ 
lowship is held with such a person by Christians, whether in 
speaking, eating, drinking, grinding, baking, or in any other 
way, but he is treated as a heathen and a publican, who is bound 
and delivered over to Satan. He is to be avoided and shunned, 
lest the entire visible church be evil spoken of, disgraced and 
dishonoured by his company, and corrupted by his example, 
instead of being startled and made afraid by his punishment, 
so that they will mortify their sins. For as truly as God lives 
what the Church admits or excludes on earth is admitted or 
excluded above. 

Leonard: On what are the grounds for exclusion? 

John: Unwillingness to be reconciled with one's brother, or to 
abstain from sin. . . . 44 

Hiibmaier was not, however, able to attain any high level of 
spiritual discipline in his Nikolsburg congregation. Nevertheless, 
there were those who carried through elsewhere and left spiritual 
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progeny organized in disciplined congregations with an active 
use of the Ban. These were the Anabaptists proper. 

The Ban was not, as the above quotation clearly shows, the 
final word. Nor was even the scriptural rule the only ruling 
power. Menno’s difficulty with Leonhard Bouwens (1515- 
15 82 ) 45 is an illustration of the need to balance off mercy and 
common sense against a harsh legalism in application of the 
ordinance. Nevertheless, in the instruction of the Master the 
Anabaptists beheld a certain concept of what His church should 
be like: a community of saints. 46 They said the Great Church 
was apostate, for there was no moral earnestness exercised in it 
by the power of the Ban. 47 The True Church was a strong band 
of ethical discipline and integrity: the repudiation of discipline 
from unbaptized authorities meant in no sense a relaxation — 
quite the contrary was the case. “Thus saith the Lord: I have 
elected you out of the world. Therefore despise the world. There¬ 
by he could plainly recognize that there is a clear distinction 
between God’s children and the children of the world.” 48 The 
True Church must be separated from the evil and wicked: 
Israel must go out from Babylon and Egypt. 49 The doctrine of 
separation was pronounced throughout the movement. Thus 
at Schleitheim it was stated: 

Fourthly, we are agreed as to separation. It shall occur be¬ 
tween [us] and the evil and anxiety that the devil has planted in 
the world, in short, quite plainly we should not have community 
with them and run with them in the mass of their strife. . . . 
Now we are also clear as to the command of the Lord (II Cor. 
6:17f) in which he says, be ye separate and go out from evil and he 
w r ill be our God and we his sons and daughters. Further he warns 
us (Acts i 8:4fF) to go out from Babylon and the worldly Egypt, 
that we partake not of their unrest and misery which the Lord 
will bring upon them. Out of all this we shall learn that every¬ 
thing which is not one with our God and Christ is nothing other 
than the strife which we should avoid and flee. . . . 50 
The teaching and practice of separation was resented by the Re¬ 
formers, who were also prone to attribute it to spiritual pride. 
Thus Heinrich Bullinger wrote: 

Their first article is that they maintain and demonstrate and 
teach the one, true, God-blessed church and community of Christ/ 
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that they are raised up in their community through re-baptism 
[and] of course shall have nothing in common with either the 
Evangelicals or any other church. This article has two parts/ 
which they universally maintain. The first is that the Anabaptist 
churches are the only true God-pleasing churches. The other is 
that the Anabaptists hold to this their church alone/ and have no 
community at all with any churches and also not with the Evan¬ 
gelicals. 51 

The Hutterites criticized their Anabaptist confreres, the 
Swiss Brethren, because they mixed with the world and made no 
Christian distinctions regarding war taxes, woodwork on images, 
and “close practice” in commerce. 52 In similar terms the Polish 
Brethren later criticized the Dutch Mennonites on their ethical 
life: “In which respect the Mennonites err not less than the 
others, who will not walk proudly themselves [and] yet make for 
others proud clothes, paint pictures, make vases and more of 
such things, which the world should not have for the lust and 
pomp of its life.” 53 

In spite of differences of degree, however, separation from 
the world was a dominant theme in all wings of Anabaptism. 
The words of Jakob Huter are representative: 

Furthermore, we have sundered ourselves from worldly society 
and its loathsome life and have gone out from it. 64 

Thereby God makes us free and purifies us from the world 
and all its creatures through affliction. . . , 55 

Concern for a vigorous internal ethic was to them of paramount 
importance; hence disagreements were inevitable as to where 
the line should be drawn. But the quality of life of Christians 
was to do honor to God and the high calling in which they were 
set apart. As free associations Anabaptist groups felt themselves 
on solid Biblical ground in expecting all who stayed in good stand¬ 
ing to concern themselves for the good name they bore in com¬ 
mon. Within the pattern of authority of which the Ban was 
the outer limit, there was a whole fabric of common concern, 
mutual admonition, mutual aid. 

Before the decades of savage persecution, the Anabaptists 
were sometimes men of some substance, but during these years 
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they lost all rights before the law. Even under the rule of Philipp 
of Hesse, the only true tolerator among Protestant statesmen, 
the Anabaptists were treated as Jews before the law and for¬ 
bidden to hold land. 56 This gave rise to special problems in 
property holding and within the structure of the family. Ana¬ 
baptist goods were commonly confiscated if there were no ortho¬ 
dox heirs, and holding to a heresy was sufficient grounds for a 
spouse to plead for divorce in the courts. This general social 
situation, with its natural results, was countered by rules within 
the congregations and especially within the Hutterite communi¬ 
ties: provisional approval was given for divorce from an un¬ 
believing partner. 67 Christ brought not peace but a sword. And 
in all congregations counsel was given against marrying out into 
the “world.” 68 “Thus the church of the Schwdrmer took release 
from all bonds in order to separate itself from the godless. For the 
people of God would be spotted by relations with the godless.” 59 

Unfortunately Heyer and other hostile commentators have 
not given enough attention to the fact that separation was not 
alone the fault of the Anabaptists; there is ample evidence that 
where left undisturbed they made good neighbors. But the brutal 
pattern of persecution heightened the eschatological note, atro¬ 
phied the interest in the general social order, and hardened the 
rigor of enforcement of the special teachings. Only the Swiss 
Brethren attempted a more moderate policy within the family, 
based on St. Paul’s advice for the winning of a non-Christian 
spouse to Christ. But what should be done in the case of a part¬ 
ner who refused to come into exile for the faith but rather sub¬ 
mitted? In the Hutterite society the most strict policy was 
evolved, for family life was organically related to the spiritual 
power and authority of the congregation. In any thoroughgoing 
communism the family affords a problem of special difficulty, 
and the Hutterites were that Anabaptist wing most vexed by 
the conflict of sovereignties involved. 

The place and function of the elders are also worthy of spe¬ 
cial attention. The Anabaptists redeemed lay religion, and did 
not view too favorably any professional workers — certainly not 
those supported by rents and tithes in the parish system. 60 In 


92 


their oft-mentioned letter to Thomas Miintzer (September 5, 
1524), Grebel and his group made a point for voluntaryism and 
asked him if he still accepted a salary. In the first years there 
were no paid clergy anywhere in the movement, nor were there 
regularly constituted governors of community life. Christ’s of¬ 
fice as High Priest (Hebrews 10:14 and I Peter 2:9) was thought 
to be exclusive. We have a picture of the primitive Christian 
democracy and the way it attained its discipline in an early 
testimony: 

XVIII. They have no rulers, one is like the other, all equal 
in the service of one another. 

XX. When they are together it is their custom to speak of 
the Word of God and to admonish one another in a brotherly 
fashion . 61 

As has been seen in the case of Menno Simons, 62 this in¬ 
formal picture was altered during the struggle against religious 
individualism and prophetism, and in the effort to survive perse¬ 
cution. Like the Early Church, the Anabaptists had their Mon- 
tanists; and they were hardly more successful than the Early 
Church in maintaining the principle of charismatic leadership 
with the movement after they had suppressed individual inspira¬ 
tion. The conflict between Jakob Huter and Simon Schiitzinger 
was primarily this: whether “inspired” or “elected” leadership 
should prevail. 63 As the center of authority in the movement 
shifted from the protesting individual conscience to the newly 
gathered congregations governed by the Holy Spirit in the midst, 
a new principle of leadership came to the fore. Other wings of 
the movement besides the Hutterites had to deal with prophetic 
leaders from time to time, and the leadership chosen by the com¬ 
munity came generally to prevail. 

The Hutterites developed clearly defined offices. Peter Ride- 
mann wrote back from prison, where he was writing the great 
Rechenschaft, an epistle (1540) admonishing the brethren to 
honor one another and especially the “Dienner .” 64 These leaders 
were laymen, chosen by the congregation on the authority of 
the New Testament example of Acts 14:23; Acts 20:17 and 
28; Titus 1:5; I Timothy 3, 5:17; I Corinthians 9:14. 65 They 
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were chosen, on the basis of piety and dedication, to shepherd 
the community — to read, to warn, to teach, to punish. There 
were other officers. Among the Hutterites the most notable were 
the “shepherds” ( Ilirten ), the missioners ( Diener des Wortes ), 66 
the stewards ( Diener der Notdurft). 

The leaders were never supported by other than voluntary 
collections, and at a late date it was Menno Simons’ boast that 
he had lived for years from brother to brother and had never 
gone hungry nor in want. Some of the Anabaptists claimed that 
a minister should support himself, by handwork as did Paul. 
Hofmann and Rinck and some other leaders of the early years 
did so, but voluntary support was most commonly practiced. 
Despite the presence of variant practices, it is evident that the 
Anabaptists as a whole shared certain prejudices rooted in the 
New Testament, opposed to a salaried hierarchy. No special 
class of professionals was to be allowed to diminish the sovereignty 

of the communit y of believers in matters of f aith and order. 

Above all, in the matter of spiritual government in its various 
forms the presence and sovereignty of the Holy Spirit was ac¬ 
cented. In practice the con gre gation wa s the center, of authority, 
but it was the congregation informed and guided by t he Lord 
JHi msel f. Because the various defensive tactics of the churches 
(Ban, shunning, separation) draw our attention, it is easy to 
forget that a very positive and far-reaching understanding of 
the benefits of divine governance and the common life underlay 
the structure. Thus Hans Umlauft wrote in a letter coupling 
the Ban with the practice of reaching a consensus: 

How can there be a Christian Community where no Chris¬ 
tian order and command is [maintained], with separation, the ban, 
discipline, brotherly love and other [practice]; further that one 
after the other may speak openly, give of his gifts and insights 
freely before the people at the appointed time, I Co. 14:54? 67 

In Menno also we find a very simple and direct confidence 
in the fruits of discussion aimed at the attaining of a consensus. 
He wrote in the preface to his Meditation on the Twenty-fifth 
Psalm (c. 1537): 
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Then if I err in some things, which by the grace of God I 
hope is not the case, I pray everyone for the Lord’s sake, lest I be 
put to shame, that if anyone has stronger and more convincing 
truth he through brotherly exhortation and instruction might 
assist me. I desire with my heart to accept it if he is right. Deal 
with me according to the intention of the Spirit and Word of 
Christ . 68 

And in his Foundation of Christian Doctrine (1539) Menno 
contrasted the ambition for position of the worldly religious with 
those whom God commissions: 

Yes, it was with this mission and vocation that all the proph¬ 
ets, apostles, and servants of God appeared. They did not appro¬ 
priate this honor to themselves as do the preachers of this world; 
but like Aaron they were called of God, or by the spotless church, 
as has been said. They were driven into this office by the Spirit of 
God, with pious hearts, and did ever esteem themselves unfit to 
serve the people of God or to execute such a high and responsible 
office . 69 

In Peter Ridemann we find a similar understanding as to the 
cohesive force in the gathering of the faithful and their govern¬ 
ance. “The primary, begetting force which gathers the church, 
is and remains for Ridemann the Holy Spirit. 5570 

We come then to a n ew level of understanding of sp iritual 
government, and of the role which the negative provisions played 
in maintaining the integrity of the Anabaptist congregations. We 
are confronted with a primitive Christian brotherhood, in which 
each believer has his definite role and responsibility in r eaching 
a state ment of the community decision. The social scientist may 
be justified in considering this one of the first manifestations of 
government by consensus. The church historian finds it one of 
the first patterns of lay government in Christian history, a his¬ 
torical moment when the professional monopoly of theologians 
and canon lawyers was broken in favor of the priesthood of all 
believers. For the Anabaptists themselves the case rested with 
a simple assertion of the sovereignty of the Risen Lord and the 
Spirit of Truth in the midst of Christian believers in meeting . 
A contemporary student has found in this the key to the unique¬ 
ness of Anabaptism: “Anabaptism roots ultimately on perpetual 
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spiritual re-creation which derives its authority from the work 
o f the Spirit among men thereby united, and not from ecclesiasr 
tical structure. 5571 


Community 

The suggestion has been made that there was a pooling of 
goods at the time of the revival in Zollikon, but even if the in¬ 
terpretation can be sustained we may conclude that there was 
never a closed economy among the Swiss Brethren as a whole.' 2 
There was throughout the entire Anabaptist movement a pledged 
communism of consumption (“community 55 might be a better 
word), but the creation of a total Christian communist economy 
was the work of the Hutterites. 

There were various Biblical injunctions which served to 
enforce the surrender of acquisitiveness and self-interest required 
by the community. The Anabaptists recalled a favorite text 
of the medieval mystics: 

In the 5th of Matthew Christ says: “Blessed are the meek 
[die geistlich Armen], for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” They 
are also those who, excused from the world, given over and aban¬ 
doned for the sake of Christ’s will, have no more ownership; who¬ 
ever is driven by the Spirit into this poverty and submission, the 
same shall be blessed. But whoever stands in opposition shall be 
wretched. 73 

The argument for practice of community sometimes revolved 
around Matthew 19:29, “sell all thou hast 55 ; or James 1:17, 
“every good and perfect gift is from above 55 ; or another passage 
of similar freedom from the things of this world. The widow 
gave all she had. “See: all her wealth! . . . Therefore we shall 
practice all Christian community which is nothing more than 
(did) this evangelical widow. 5574 Occasionally there appeared 
a general argument belonging to the early years of the movement 
—: “the animals in the wood and the birds in the air are free 55 — 
reflecting the economic sentiments of the old peasant movements' 0 
rather than the idea of Christian community. But above all 
and most frequently we are referred in the Anabaptist tracts and 
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testimonies to the second, fourth and fifth chapters of Acts, the 
vision of the church at Jerusalem. 76 For the church of Acts was 
a “covenant toward perfection, 55 a model for the true fellowship 
of saints throughout the ages. 

In conclusion, am and gmain builds the Lord’s house and is 
rain, but aigen, mein, dein, sein rends the house of the Lord and 
is unrain. 11 

Gottes Wort War Nit so Schwar 

Wan Nur Der Aigen Nutz Nit War. 78 

Even the nursery rhymes taught the children community along 
with the alphabet. Back of the practice of Biblical communism 
was the purpose to revitalize the church; it was primarily a 
“vocational 55 witness of Christians rather than evidence of a 
general social hope. “When true Christianity was permitted to 
wane and depart, the community life became an unbearable 
burden, it failed utterly. Twice in their history the community 
of goods was abandoned by the Hutterites through religious de¬ 
cline, to be taken up again through a revival of religion. 5579 The 
practice of community in its various forms and degrees must 
be understood, therefore, in terms of the Anabaptist concept of 
discipleship. It is an error, although a frequent one, to confuse 
their understanding of the internal ethic of the Christian Church 
with the social and economic radicalism of the revolutionaries. 

In point of fact, the opponents of the Anabaptists learned 
fairly early to distinguish between their Christian communism 
and the economic gospel of the revolutionaries. The Hutterites 
strongly dissociated themselves from the events at Munster, 
and political authorities knew it even if the polemicists pretended 
not to. The questions directed in court toward traveling mis¬ 
sioned indicate the various governments’ knowledge of the 
difference between communism by voluntary submission and 
communism by violence (Munster). The sum of Anab aptist 
teaching was that a Christian should not have anything apart 
from his brother: both were pilgrims and walked the martyr's 
way, and their citizenship was in another city than the city of 
this world. The Hutterite pattern was simply a more thorough 
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and more rigorously organized result of a teaching shared by 
Swiss Brethren, South German Brethren, and Dutch Mennonites 
as well. If any will not share, then the Lord’s Supper may be 
closed to him. 

Item: our Christian faith says, a holy Christian church and 
a communion [Gemeinschaft] of saints; whoever now recognizes 
the communion [ Gemeinschaft ] of saints with the mouth but does 
not maintain Community [ Gemeinschaft ], he is false. 80 

It is important to recognize that there was a heavy note of 
restraint in the Hutterite writing about community. There was 
none of the joy in poverty and simplicity which we remember 
in connection with St. Francis. The Hutterites left their ac¬ 
customed ways with pain and heavy hearts, recognizing that 
the way they had chosen was the path of suffering and martyr¬ 
dom. But they thought that individualism was a sin against 
God. Union with others in economic affairs was not an act of 
religious romanticism; neither was it an optimistic expression 
of social hope. It was the result of an inescapable religious man¬ 
date. 

The stress upon selfless sharing characterized all groups 
among the Anabaptists, although communism was unique to 
the Hutterites. Hans Hut said that he didn’t teach men to sell 
all their property, but to share with the needy. 81 Balthasar Hub- 
maier said that he stood for sharing but not communism. 82 This 
was the familiar interpretation during the first decade of Swiss 
domination of the movement, and it continued in all groups 
except the Hutterites and the fringe community at Munster. 
Envisioned was a community of consumption, quite thorough¬ 
going at times, but without much system and without compul¬ 
sion. 83 “But whoever eats and drinks alone, the same has fellow¬ 
ship with Judas, who [it is true] ate and drank with the other 
disciples from the bread and drink of the Lord. But he would 
not have community in the common brotherly love. . . .” 84 

For Peter Ridemann of the Hutterites, on the other hand, 
community with Christ and one’s fellows meant having nothing 
for self and holding all things common: “Community, however, 
is naught else than that those who have fellowship have all things 
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in common together, none having aught for himself, but each 
having all things with the others, even as the Father hath nothing 
for himself, but all that he hath he hath with the Son, and again, 
the Son hath nothing for himself, but all that he hath, he hath 
with the Father and all who have fellowship with him.” 85 

Wolfgang Brandhuber related the Hutterite communism to 
a historical necessity, and said that it might not be always fitting 
to have community of goods 86 ; for him, the command of Jesus 
to share was what was important, not the particular external 
organization of it. Yet the Hutterites became, through the years, 
very critical of those who were not thoroughgoing in their sub¬ 
mission to community rules: “a true Christian, who would be 
a Christian in name and work, shall have nothing of his own, and 
to the extent that he already has wife, children and goods, he 
shall limit himself and conduct himself as if he had none.” 87 

Jakob Widemann debated with Hiibmaier’s successor, 
Spitalmaier, and complained especially that the loosely defined 
congregation at Nikolsburg was neglecting its duty to the refu¬ 
gees of the faith. 88 Thus there were real differences between the 
Hutterites and their Anabaptist brethren of other style, and these 
differences sometimes led to controversy and rancor. But all 
wings of the movement started at the same point: in time of 
need, especially, it is the duty of Christians to follow the model 
of life given by the early heroes of the faith. Only historical 
circumstance and cultural adaptation made the difference be¬ 
tween the Hutterites and other Brethren. 


The Lord’s Supper 

The Lord’s Supper became an especially important symbol 
for the Anabaptists. They took the description of the remem¬ 
brance as given in Matthew 26, Mark 14, Luke 22, and I Corin¬ 
thians 11, and interpreted the event in the most straightfoward 
and simple fashion . In the third of the “Seven Articles” (Feb. 
24, 1527), 89 and in the second of the “Five Articles” (c. 1547), 90 
the M ass was repudiated and the Supper treated as a memoria l 

only. 
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He had taught the flesh and blood of Christ not transformed 
in the bread, only, as Christ had demonstrated it bodily they 
should understand it spiritually. The bread which he had broken 
was the Gospel; if he had not broken it it would not have come 
into the whole world. If they took and appropriated the word and 
clasped it in their hearts, as Christ had taught, they were bene¬ 
fited in spirit by the body of Christ; and the cup, which Christ 
had given his disciples, meant his suffering, the blood in the cup 
was the blood of Christ in the flesh of men; and, if the man was a 
Christian, he had the blood of Christ, and to the degree that suf¬ 
fering becomes flesh the cup was in blood. 91 

“I am the bread of life 5 ’ (John 6:32-35) appeared very 
frequently during the course of the discussions, 92 the implication 
being that the Ma s ter was speaking in figurative fashion at the 
time of the Supper as well. They saw that the materialistic in¬ 
terpretation was not needed to .give the true meaning . There 
were other scriptural arguments commonly used as well to es¬ 
tablish the figurative sense of the words used by Jesus: e.g., Christ 
could not be many thousand times in the bread and also on the 
Cross.^ He could not be “at the right hand of God the Father” 
and also in the bread. 94 The simple understanding of the Supper 
was the proper one, and the speculative and involved interpreta¬ 
tion which the learned favored was plainly an effort to remove 
the demand for the practice of the communityjyvhich was the 
real meaning of the Supper. In a Swiss Disputation, one of the 
priests attempted to give proof for the Mass when he was ac¬ 
cused of lying in saying the true flesh and blood were there in 
the bread and wine. His Anabaptist opponent shouted, “We 
won’t have the argument from philosophy; you shall argue 
through the Gospel!” 95 

The opposition of the radicals to the Mass was, after all, 
n the line of the Swiss Reformation. 96 But the Anabaptists went j 
Deyond the Zwinglian objections and also denied the special 
office of the clergy, the office which had given the rite its mean - 
n g and authority and objective c haracter, and tied the ceremony 
o their general concern for a purified and perfected community. 
Baptism had been the center of debate in the first days at Zurich; 
n Wittenberg, where the Reformers held to the doctrine of the 
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real presence, it was the doctrine of the Supper over which con¬ 
troversy raged. Throughout the entire history of the Anabaptists, 
/ however, b oth symbols were linked to the drive toward a rigorous 
internal eth ic. As with many sectarian movements from the time 
of the Donatists on. 97 the moral and ethical character o f both 
celebrant and partaker were strenuously probed . And many 
who were called into court for abstaining from the communion 
services of the church of the land said that they could not at¬ 
tend because they were not worthy. 


I 


The Anabaptists believed that an un worthy person mig ht 
do great hurt to himself by taki ng part in the remembrance, 98 
and they defined unworthiness in ethical and moral term s. More¬ 
over, a large part of the general unworthiness was due to the 
fact that the masses belonged to no True Church purified and 
disciplined by use of the Ban. It was an important matter for 
the brethren to admonish each other and exercise the spiritual 
government which would prevent the spiritual damage coming 
from unworthy participation. Not just the individual but the 
whole congregation should be worthy of the Supper: no one 
should take part in a “mixed” celebration, where the evil arid 
good were not separated . Therefore they condemned the parish 
meetings of the territorial church, where no spiritual government 
obtained and the people nevertheless went to the Mass. “If one 
refrained from sins, made penance and led a pure, improving 
life, he still should not go to our Supper, for the flesh and blood 
of Christ were not literally in our Supper as we maintain. But 
whoever was pure from sin might break the bread as Christ 
broke it. Wine and bread are only a remembrance.” 99 So one 
of the orthodox reported the Anabaptist attitude. 

In this doctrine, as in the others discussed, we find the 
c ornerstone to be the concept of the true com munity of. believers. 
In court one of the Anabaptists said that Christ was present in 
the community of faithful, and not in the bread and wine. “The 
Christian community is his living temple, wherein he dwells and 
remains, O brethren, in that and not in stone houses. Because 
Christ will dwell in this [economy] he may not be in the baked 


bread.” 100 
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In any case, the sacraments were only symbo ls of a certain 
relationship within the community and between the True Church 
and her Lord. The metaphor of the Didache reappeared fre¬ 
quently, being related to the working of God in a suffering and 
martyr people. Luther’s Von dem hochwiirdigen Sakrament 
des heiligen wahren Leichnams (sermon, 1519) told the story of 
the working of the com and grapes to become bread and wine, 
and was a popular writing circulated among the radicals. 101 “As 
the bread which I give you, brought together from many kernels, 
is fused and united through the water, so will we be united 
through the faith that Christ died for us.” 102 The Anabaptists 
spoke of this process as the kneading and working of a martyr 
people by the hand of God, a people worked and formed by the 
Master of history according to His own plan for them. The Sup¬ 
per was not a material partaking, “‘but he had thereby instituted 
the cup of the New Covenant, which is Suffering.” 103 

The Authority of Civil Government; Passive Obedience 

The relation of the Anabaptists to the magistrate ( Obrig - 
keit) is the most difficult problem in any study of their ordinances, 
and it is an area in which there is much dispute. Most probab¬ 
ly the controversy is still current because the refusal of some 
of their descendants to bear arms is a very practical problem 
to a government which attempts to wage total war and still 
tries to respect conscientious objection. Among Mennonitcs it 
is a problem because the present structure of self-government 
is quite different from any which the forefathers could have 
imagined. Thus a contemporary Mennonite scholar has written: 
‘It is at best questionable whether a definition of the separation 
Df church and state worked out under an autocratic system of 
government can be made normative for a democratic system in 
vhich, theoretically, at least, the government is the people and 
hus inevitably includes every Christian citizen.” 104 

There is further difficulty in analyzing the evidence from 
he early groups because of the existence of the state-church 
;ystem as an exclusive and compulsive structure at the time. 
Certainly a good deal of the restraint of the Anabaptists toward 
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government was due to their denunciation of official religion and 
its requirements. Further, the question of co-operation in a free 
society was not faced by any of the early leaders and groups; 
for the sake of their very existence they kept as far from the 
persecuting authorities as possible. 

In submissions it was customary to require the recanting 
Anabaptists to swear to carry the sword and fulfill their bounden 
duty to the authorities. Among such civic duties was to go to 
church. 105 Conscription did not then exist, but it is plain that 
the radicals were striking at the very heart of feudal civilization 
when they refused sword duty to the lord or magistrate, and at¬ 
tacked the union of church and state. By their negative attitude 
they were just as dangerous to the establishment, in a certain 
sense, as the most obvious revolutionaries. “Concerning the 
worldly magistrate, we recognize indeed that it was established 
and ordered to chasten the evil, but it is not given that a Chris¬ 


tian can or may be it, for Christ commands one shall not resist 
evil. Item, we shall love our enemies.” 106 

The compulsory nature of the magistrate’s role was not de¬ 
nied (and here again the Anabaptists have been widely mis¬ 
interpreted), but the Christian’s role was another one. If, as 
some have claimed, the early Christians brought about the col¬ 
lapse of Rome by their restraint, then just as truly the Anabaptists 
foreshadowed the collapse of feudal Christendom. It musl 
not be inferred, however, that this was their intention. The) 
took their stand purely upon the Biblical ground that Jesus said 
“Love your enemies and pray for them that persecute you’ 
(Matthew 5:44). “We wish and desire well for all men anc 
would also do evil to none, whether pope, monk or priest, whethe: 
emperor or king, yes, whether any creature.” 107 God in His gooc 
time purposed to give them the Kingdom, and the Stitle die 
not plan to force the issue from any strategic considerations. 

The Anabaptists were not alone in feeling uneasy abou 
the widespread violence and warring in Christendom. Then 
was a general scepticism about waging war among all the Swiss 
derived in part from their relation to the mercenary system. 


The pope, the emperor, and the king of France were the chic 
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employers of Swiss troops. The mercenary system was not morally 
elevating either to the soldiers themselves or to the influential 
citizens who were pensioned by the foreign powers in considera¬ 
tion of their good offices. But it undoubtedly had the effect of 
destroying superstitious veneration for the church whose carnal 
battles they were hired to wage and of fostering freedom of 
thought. When in 1518 the pope asked for twelve thousand Swiss 
troops to fight against the Turks, they somewhat reluctantly prom¬ 
ised ten thousand, adding that if he liked he might take in addi¬ 
tion the two thousand priests. 108 

Zwingli revolted against the mercenary system, and in the first 
flush of his evangelical faith appeared to be a pacifist like Eras¬ 
mus. 109 Bonifacius Amerbach so strongly disapproved of taking 
up the sword for the Gospel, in the Second Cappel War, that 
he vowed open sympathy for the Roman Catholics. 110 In the 
revulsion of Conrad Grebel against warring, we may perhaps 
discern the depth of feeling of a son that his father should have 
en g a ged in a dirty business. 111 But the objection of the Ana¬ 
baptists was not Humanistic, cultural, or national. They were\ 
concerned first of all with the purification of the Christian wit¬ 
ness, separating the True Church from power and political in¬ 
terest. Their attitude was not “pacifism,” but rather “defense- 
lessness” or “nonresistance” or “passive obedience.” 

In Anabaptist teaching, the magistrate as policing authority 
was of historical origin, given by God as a necessary control 
over men’s drive to sin. Hiibmaier dated the origin of govern¬ 
ment right after the Fall in Eden, third chapter of Genesis, verse 
sixteen. Ridemann dated it right after the deluge; until that 
time God ruled men directly. 112 Both revolutionaries and Stille 
were agreed that the power of the magistrate did not reach with¬ 
in the Christian Community, 113 but the latter made the distinc¬ 
tion on a vocational basis. They had no hope of bringing into 
being a society without coercion. The duty of the Christian 
Community, and their first vocation, was spiritual perfection. 
“You shall not participate in strange sins. Therefore we don’t 
carry sword, nor lance nor guns nor any kind of arms or weap¬ 
ons.” 114 



As Jakob Huter put it, “They must put away all outer and 
iron weapons . . . and arm themselves with spiritual [weap¬ 
ons].” 115 The attitude of restraint toward the magistrate’s calling 
and various functions related to it was based upon the thought 
that there were two different worlds, and the things pertaining 
to life in one were not proper in the other. In a sense the Ana¬ 
baptists were already practicing the disciplines of the life to come. 

All warring, upheaval, concern for worldly goods, killing, 
and hating were now forbidden within the new dispensation. 116 

i/ Yet further it was noted that the Christian was not permitted 
to be a magistrate. Wherefore? The world regime is after the 
flesh, but the Christian regime is according to the spirit. Their 
house and dwelling is physical, in this world, where the Christian s 
dwelling place is in heaven. The world citizenship is in this 
world, but the Christian’s citizenship is in heaven. Their warfare 
and armaments are fleshly and according to the flesh, but the Chris¬ 
tian’s arms and warfare are spiritual against the sovereignty of the 
devil. The worldly are equipped with armor according to the 
flesh, but the Christian’s arms are the armor of God, that is truth, 
righteousness, peace, faith, sanctity, and with the Word of 
God. . . .* 17 

There is in such teaching an eschatological note which is un¬ 
mistakable, as though the things of the last age are different, and 
a small minority is already living the last age in the midst of a 
society of force and violence that is already passing away. Wars 
in the Old Testament were permitted, “for servitude was not 
yet separated from childhood and the way to dominion was not 
yet revealed.” 118 The Christian was fighting a different battle 
with different weapons from those of the world. The angel with 
the sword in mouth indicates “that for us Christians also the 
sword doesn’t belong in hand, but in the mouth namely, the 
sword of the Spirit.” 119 

The authority cited for this restraint toward government 
and civil functions was the New Testament command and ex¬ 
ample of Christ. Andreas Castelberger, the earliest to emphasize 
this testimony, considered the warrior no better than a mur¬ 
derer. 120 The Sermon on the Mount was enough for him, and 
the command of Jesus against the oath (taken by vassals and 
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soldiers): “Let thy words be ‘Yea, Yea,’ and ‘Nay, Nay’.” 121 
The Master forbade all swearing (Matthew 5:34 and James 
5:12). As for executing the office of judgment and wrath, “we 
shall love our enemies.” The Anabaptists observed that the 
magistrate cannot forgive enemies. His was by its very nature 
“an office of wrath” (ain ampt der ranch). 122 One Anabaptist 
confessed his misgivings about the absolutist position: “The 
Magistrate shall not kill, that was against the 5th commandment, 

yet he had doubts therein, as in Just Wars [in billichen krie- 
gen].” m 

1 hus it was not always clear at what points the line might 
be drawn by various Anabaptist groups. Some said that they 
would support only the magistrate who obeyed the Bible: to 
exercise his office to put down evil and to aid the good. “Also 
we pray for all princes and magistrates and lords, that thou wilt 
enlighten them with thy divine truth, that they may use the 
power which they have received from thee for protecting the 
good and punishing the evil ones; and watch, that they stain 
not their hands in the blood of the innocent.” 124 

But the more general rule was that the magistrate was given 
for the sins of the world and should be obeyed in all things favor¬ 
able or adverse except those of conscience. This is essentially a 
position of passive obedience. The Swiss Brethren refused to 
bear arms but paid war taxes, for which the Hutterites criticized 
them. 12,1 The magistrate’s office was generally enough to ban 
a person from the congregation, but Menno permitted some 
such to remain members. 1 -'' Although there were differences in 
application of the New Testament aversion to violence, all Ana¬ 
baptists went back to the Sermon on the Mount for proof and 
to the Early Church for example. 

Only the revolutionaries seemed to have much general social 
concern. The Stills had almost no mind for questions of public 
policy and natural law. A more general pacifist note seemed 
to enter with the saying of Grebel that Christian should not kill 
Christian. A case of non-co-operation occurred among the slaves 
in the war galleys at Trieste (1539) who refused to put their 
bands to the oars although beaten for their passive resistance. 127 
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There is no reason for supposing, however, that they would have 
refused to row as slaves for a ship engaged in peaceful pursuits. 
But these incidents were rare departures in an otherwise Bible- 
centered, church-centered, vocational nonresistance. 


In reducing the various emphases of the peace testimony 
to a logical scheme, we note three accents in the Anabaptist view 
of the magistrate: first, their opposition to compulsion in religion; 
second, their opposition to revolution; third, their sense of destiny 
as the Church of the Martyrs. 

The Anabaptist opposition to compulsion in religion grew 
out of their sense of the incongruity between the Early Church 
pattern and the establishments. When they were persecuted, 
they grew even more rugged in condemnation of the state church. 
The whole matter has been reviewed in connection with the 
idea of the “Fall ,” 128 but it is useful at this point to call attention 
to the way in which it tied in to the Anabaptist nonresistance. 
The only power recognized within the congregations was spiritual 
government, and they kept their distance from magistrates who 
compelled religious conformity for political purposes. 

The Anabaptist opposition to revolution grew out of their 
pessimism in regard to the uses of power and the prospects of 
social betterment in this world. After the Munster episode, all 
branches of the Stille reacted strongly against ethical concern 
outside the True Church, and vigorously asserted the authority 
of the magistrate within its proper sphere . 129 “Our will and 
mind are not, however, to do away with worldly government 
nor not to be obedient to it in goods and sanctions. For a gov¬ 
ernment shall and must be in the world among men just as the 
daily bread and just as the schoolmaster must have the rods 
among the children. For because the great house of this world 
will not admit and let rule the Word of God, the knaves and 
rascals or children of this world who pursue no Christian piety 
must yet have a worldly and gallows-piety. . . . Therefore the 
magistrate is an institution of God .” 130 

But the Anabaptists would not serve in the magistrate’s 
capacity themselves: the calling of the Christian is to other work 
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md disciplines. They reported that the Ban was exercised within 
he community, and their law-abiding quality was such that 
heir restraint at this single point of faith should not lead any to 
hink that they were not wholeheartedly for good order and 
sound government. It is patently false, although polemically 
popular, to confuse the Anabaptists with the revolutionaries. 

The Anabaptist sense of destiny as the Church of the Martyrs 
s of highest importance. They were a disciplined lay community 
rvith a vivid eschatology. The Bible, which tells of the Good 
Shepherd, frequently calls His flock the sheep. “By sheep Chris- 
ians alone were meant. A sheep is a meek, weaponless, sub¬ 
missive beast, that has no other defence for itself than to run 
is long as it can and may. And it resembles the governance of 
he sword not at all, as little as a sheep resembles a w r olf or 
ion .” 131 The Anabaptists taught, as indeed they experienced, 
hat the Christians must expect persecution and exile, for this 
vas the inevitable lot of those who submitted to Christ and would 
lot wrestle for political control. It was also the martyrs 5 testi¬ 
mony which validated the authority of their Christian Gospel 
hrough the baptism of blood . 132 


In many quarters of the Mennonite movement today, the 
Deace testimony has lost all eschatological content. In some 
:ases it has been confused with Utopian pacifism, a product of 
Dost-French Revolution politics and post-Enlightenment philoso- 
Dhy. On the Continent the peace testimony has been generally 
ibandoned, but in America it is associated with an agrarian 
economy and has survived. Dutch and German writers have 
attempted to show that the early Anabaptists were not really 
lonresistant in the complete sense, but rather opposed to revolu- 
;ion and restrained toward government because persecuted . 133 
rhis interpretation has been combatted by the Americans , 134 
►vho nevertheless sometimes combine the traditional testimony 
md cultural primitivism in a strictly “vocational 55 and certainly 
also non-evangelical way. It is hard to deny on the face of the 
records that the early New Testament literalism of the Ana¬ 
baptists cuts through most of these differences, and a review of 
the Anabaptist vision of the nonresistant church as it was in the 
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age of heroic witnessing makes such later disputes seem quit* 
pragmatic and historical. 

When we survey, both historically and doctrinally, the way: 
of “nestling back into the world,” we are forced to the conclusior 
that cultural enclaves which have lost their missionary passioi 
and their hope of a new world to come are hardly more true tc 
original Anabaptism than those who have acclimated themselve: 
to commerce and warring. For the “evangelical Taufer” linkec 
their suffering nonresistance to the evangel of Him who com 
manded “Go ye into all the world” (Matthew 28:19), and the; 
had great expectations of the time to come. They were certair 
that after the long centuries of the dispersion they were gather 
ing together again the faithful people of the Lord, to be Hi, 
Blessed Community and to live the life for which he gave precep 
and example. And in that restored community there dwelt th< 
promise of great things to come on earth. 



CHAPTER IV 


The Great Commission 

Myr ist geben alle gewallt ynn hymel vnd erden/ dar umb 
gehet hyn/ vnd leret alle volcker/ vnd teufft die ynn den namen 
des vaters vn des sons vnd des heyligen geysts/ vnd leret sie halten/ 
alles was ich euch befolhen have/ vnd sihe/ ich byn bey euch alle 
tage/ bis ans ende der wellt. Matthew 28 

Das Newe Testament Deutsch (Wittenberg, 1522) 

Gehet hyn ynn alle wellt/ vnd predigt das Evangelion/ alle 
Creaturn/ wer do glaubt vnd taufTt wird/ der wirt selig werden/ 
we aber nicht gleubt/ der wirt verdampt werden. Mark 16 

Die erde ist des HERREN vnd was drinnen ist/ 

Der erdboden vnd was draufT wonet. Psalm 24. 

Biblia/ das ist/ die gantze Heilige Schrift Deudsch (Witten¬ 
berg, 1534) 

No texts appear more frequently than the above in the 
confessions of faith and court testimonies of the Anabaptists, 
and none show more clearly the degree to which Anabaptism 
was different in conviction and type from the intact and stable 
ways of magisterial Protestantism. The Anabaptists did not think 
of themselves as a minority witness, temporarily withdrawn until 
the Great Church should mend its ways. Neither did they accept 
the status of conventicles, little cells of piety, acting as a leaven 
within the great masses of baptized believers in the territorial 
churches. They believed that the Church of the Restitution, 
the True Church with its disciplined laymen, carried history. The 
Restitution which had occurred was full of meaning on the world 
map. The Anabaptists believed that they were forerunners of 
a time to come, in which the Lord would establish His people 
and His law throughout the earth. 
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It was the Holy Spirit who gathered and governed. 

Therefore is such a people, community, assembly or Church 
gathered and led together by the Holy Spirit, which from hence¬ 
forth ruleth, controlleth and ordereth everything in her. . . . 

The children of God . . . become his children through the 
unifying Spirit. Thus, it is evident that the Church is gathered 
together by the Holy Spirit: also that she hath being and is kept 
in being by him, and that there is no other Church apart from that 
which the Holy Spirit buildeth and gathereth. 1 

The Spirit who gathered and governed was also a sending Spirit. 
“But after it had all been accomplished according to the Scrip¬ 
tures, and had been made new in Christ, He did not send out 
the scribes and Pharisees with Moses 5 law, but His disciples with 
His own doctrine, saying: Go ye into all the world. .. .” 2 Against 
the pattern of compulsion and territorial conformity, the radicals 
proposed to restore the New Testament missionary method of 
proclamation and letter-writing. Both revolutionaries and Stille 
had the missionary vision, although their understanding of the 
particulars of the approaching fulfillment differed greatly. 3 

No words of the Master were given more serious attention 
by His Anabaptist followers than the Great Commission. In the 
words of Menno Simons: “He sent out His messengers preach¬ 
ing this peace, His apostles who spread this grace abroad through 
the whole world, who shone as bright, burning torches before all 
men, so that they might lead me and all erring sinners into the 
right way. O Lord, not unto me, but unto Thee be praise and 
honor. Their words I love, their practices I follow. 554 

The form of the Commission seemed to sum up His whole 
teaching in a glorious program comprehending the whole world. 
The pilgrim, familiar seeker of the Middle Ages, was transformed 
in the fiery experience of the “evangelical Taufer” 5 into an ef¬ 
fective evangelist and martyr. The pilgrim missioner, eschato¬ 
logical figure and personality type whose reappearance signified 
the break-through of the Age of the Spirit in Joachimitism, 6 
became a characteristic type in the Anabaptist network of com¬ 
munities and congregations. His wandering footsteps and shed¬ 
ding of blood were a determined if not always systematic testi- 
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mony to the influence of a lay mission which counted no cost 
too dear to him who would walk in the steps of the Crucified. 


THE ANABAPTIST UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE COMMAND 

Central to Their Testimony 

According to Anabaptist understanding of right faith, the 
Great Commission was fundamental to individual witness and 
to the ordered community of believers as well. The proof text 
appeared repeatedly in Anabaptist sermons and apologetic writ¬ 
ing. Confessions of faith and court testimonies gave it a central 
place, and the series of questions prepared by various authorities 
for use in court indicates that the governments expected it to be 
of prime importance in Anabaptist argument. 7 “Our faith stands 
on nothing other than the command of Christ (Matthew 28, 
Mark. 16).... For Christ didn’t say to his disciples: go forth and 
celebrate the Mass, but go forth and preach the Gospel.” 8 The 
very order of the words, conveyed His intent to His followers: 

Firstly, Christ said, go forth into the whole world, preach the 
Gospel to every creature. Secondly, he said, whoever believes, 
thirdly — and is baptized, the same shall be saved. This order must 
be maintained if a true Christianity is to be prepared and though 
the whole world rage against it. Where it isn't maintained there 
is also no Christian community of God, but of the devil, and 
thereby of the whole world and all false Christians who alter it in 
their topsy-turvy order, and fight perversely. 9 

The evangel comes first, and then faith, and finally baptism. A 
failure to respect this Scriptural sequence indicated a lack of 
respect for the mind of Christ for His disciples: “Go forth into 
the whole world and preach the Gospel; whoever believes and 
is baptized the same shall be saved; for the preaching of God’s 
word shall go before and not after baptism. . . .” 10 Baptism of 
those in whom faith was stirred by the preaching of the Gospel 
was the logical culmination of the mandate which begins, “Go 
forth!” 
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The article on believers 5 baptism in the “Five Articles 55 
(c. 1547), confession of faith and second most important docu¬ 
ment of the Hutterites, found its cornerstone in the twenty- 
eighth chapter of Matthew and the sixteenth chapter of Mark. 11 
The great missionary preacher Hans Hut baptized thousands, 
telling them to obey the commandments, preach the Gospel; 
he quoted the Great Commission during the simple service, and 
taught his followers to preach and baptize further under that 
mandate. 12 Other evidence is of a kind. For the Anabaptists, 
the freely spoken evangel was the moving force in a complete 
reworking of the Old Man, whose crucifixion and rebirth in 
the faith were sealed by the sign. 13 Only those of mature judg¬ 
ment passed through a crucial and transforming adult religious 
experience, and could rightly be let through the door to a respon¬ 
sible convenantal relation to God and to their fellows. 14 


Not only was the missionary mandate obeyed most seriously, 
but it was given sweeping application. It applied to all Christians 
at all times. By traditional exegesis the words were directed only 
toward Jesus 5 immediate audience, the disciples and apostles, 
whose travels to the far corners of the earth had long been a part 
of Christian legend. 15 After the Commission had run out, at 
the end of the Apostolic Age, “no one any more [had] such a 
general apostolic commission, but each bishop or ecclesiastical 
leader has his own church role or place. 5516 

There had been from time to time vocational groups in 
the Great Church which strove to fulfill the Master’s world 
view — notably the Franciscans. 17 But the Anabaptists were 
among the first to make the Commission binding upon all church 
members. In their organization, the promise to go where sent 
was part of the ceremony of admission to the True Church. They 
“went freely under the cross 55 where the representatives of the 
state churches dared not go, and for the Gospel’s sake were 
made pilgrims and martyrs throughout the known world. 18 If, 
as a great historian of the missionary movement has described 
/ it, 19 the expansion of the faith has only in modem times become 
/ the concern and activity of the total membership rather than 


The Great Commission 


113 


0/ 

V 

the princes, it is not too much to call the Taufer forerunners of , • 
the modem missionary movement. 


Relevant to the Life of the Common Man 

Not only was a new historical significance given to the Great 
Commission, but its application was made relevant to the life of 
the ordinary layman. The missionary mandate was no longer 
the prerogative of special orders or selected professionals. The 
layman was no longer limited to remaining obediently in his v' 
appointed place and status. 20 The Commission applied to the 1 
most simple believer and claimed him as an evangelist. Until 
this time the ordinary Christian had looked largely to the higher 
authorities, both secular and religious, to make decisions of policy 
and to carry the weight of Christian statesmanship. In the 
Church of the Restitution, the world view was no longer restricted 
to the powerful and educated. In Anabaptist opinion, the crafts¬ 
man might make a better missioner than the cultured man. 
Jesus himself preached to men in terms of their trade, not with 
many books. “For the common man can be better informed 
by [lessons from] the creatures than through writing.” 21 When 
the missioner Hanss Schmidt was asked about his studies, he 
told the authorities: “I study with pick and flail.” 22 For the 
Brethren that was honorable and sufficient, and it better equipped 
him to go forth into all lands “in order to gather the sheep of 
the Lord” and “to fish for men” than would participation in 
the wranglings of the philosophers. 23 

There lies a deeper meaning here, as well: from the peasant 
who plows his field for the planting, the faithful were to learn 
how God works His people in fulfilling His purpose. 24 In suffer¬ 
ing and travail, His faithful are plowed for the Kingdom’s sake. 
And the ordinary layman, the common man, can best proclaim 
the Gospel to common men. The domination of the outward, 
the material, the powerful, will give way before the calm speak¬ 
ing of the simple Christian whose only authority is the Gospel. 
And it will be the babes, the naive, who will come through where 
those wise and understanding “after the flesh” will fail. 
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THE OPPOSITION OF THE REFORMERS 
TO LITERAL OBEDIENCE 


/ 


James Thayer Addison once summed up the attitude of 
the Reformers as follows: “For nearly two centuries the Churches 
of the Reformation were almost destitute of any sense of mis¬ 
sionary vocation. The foremost leaders — men like Luther, 
Melanchthon, Bucer, Zwingli, and Calvin — displayed neither 
missionary vision nor missionary spirit. While conceding in 
theory the universality of Christianity, they never recognized 
it as a call to the Church of their day. Indeed some of them even 
interpreted ‘Go ye into all the world 5 as a command already 
executed in the past and no longer operative. And the very few 
thinkers who rejected this deadening view remained without 
influence.” 25 


Command Exhausted in Apostolic Age 

Justus Menius, the famous Lutheran polemicist against the 
Anabaptists, acknowledged the point of difference in reporting 
“that the misleaders charge we are not true servants of the Gospel 
because we are sinners, and don’t outselves practice what we 
preach; because we don’t wander around in the world like the 
Apostles, but stay put and have definite residence and also have 
our appointed pay. . . .” 26 Menius stated flatly that “God sent 
only the apostles into all the world” 27 and attributed the parish 
system itself to the apostles: 

Therefore the Apostles made disposition not only for them¬ 
selves but also left behind them — through their disciples and in 
their writings/teachings and examples — [instruction] as to how 
the Church should act in calling servants of the Gospel: namely, 
that the servant of the Gospel does not travel here and there about 
the land — in one church today, another tomorrow; preaching one 
time white, another time black. But one servant steadily watches 
over his assigned church with true industry and remains with it, 
leaving other churches untroubled and in peace. Each church has 
thereby its own constituted servant and excludes strange unap- 
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pointed spiritual gypsies — as is seen in Acts and in Paul’s Epistle 
to Timothy iij and Titus j. 28 

This challenged the whole Anabaptist interpretation of the Early 
Church and the recapitulation of its life. The Reformers knew 
well the mobility of the Anabaptist leadership and congregation, 
and they opposed it in principle as well as in practice. Their 
criticism serves to establish further the fact that the Anabaptists 
conceived of the church as a voluntary association of committed 
pilgrims, who regarded the Great Commission as a clear ordi¬ 
nance of Christ. 


Maintaining an Intact Christendom 

Above all the Reformers resisted the “wandering 55 of the 
Anabaptists. Lutherans taught that each calling has divine 
blessing, and condemned the irresponsibility of those who cast 
loose from family and job to be missioners. They came, in their 
resistance to the corner preachers and radical congregations, to 
enforce tight authority in the parish. Orderly ordination and 
calling to the ministry were vigorously championed against the 
Anabaptists, “for they cannot establish their calling. 5529 Such 
separatists were the devil’s apostles, for “no one can have a 
ministry outside and without command or calling. 5 ’ 30 “Whoever 
preaches without an appointment, that one is an enthusiast 
[Schwarmer]” zl 

The Great Commission itself proved that the apostolic office 
had been established by the Head of the church as a definite Amt, 
and could not properly be the object of the enthusiasm of dis¬ 
orderly volunteers. Luther denied that Karlstadt’s band of 
brethren at Orlamiinde had the right to elect a pastor, for the 
power of appointment was properly vested in the prince and 
his office. 32 When Luther referred to a mission to the heathen 
world, he was almost always referring to the so-called Christian 
world. “We have among us all too many Turks, Jews, heathen, 
non-Christians, with both public false teaching and exasperating, 
scandalous life. 5 ’ 33 

At the Zofingen Disputation (1532), the Swiss Reformers 
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declared ordination properly rested only in the civil authorities; 
the Anabaptists on the other hand asserted that it was the duty 
of the Christian Church itself to ordain qualified ministers and 
maintain discipline. 34 Heinrich Bullinger based his critique of 
Anabaptist literal acceptance of the Great Commission on the 
premise that a true Christian remains in his calling and station 
and doesn’t wander around. 30 Johannes Brenz suggested that if 
the Anabaptists were to erect a new system of apostolate outside 
the magistrate’s control, like the apostles, they should also prove 
their authority by miracles. 36 Only one writer among the Re¬ 
formers, Adrianus Saravia (1531-1613) published a book claim¬ 
ing the apostles could cover only a small part of the world and 
that the mission was still a duty of the whole church; against 
him Theodor Beza wrote a counterattack again asserting that 
the Great Commission, discharged by the apostles, was no longer 
operative. 3 ' As late at 1651 the theological faculty at Wittenberg 
put out a Gutachten against missionary work: First, the apostles 
preached the Gospel to the whole world in their time; secondly, 
the Commission was exhausted. The heathen outside Christen¬ 
dom were under the judgment of God. The missioner’s Amt 
was a matter of personal privilege for the apostles, but is now 
controlled by the church order and appointment system. 

This was the pattern of opposition in territorial Protestant¬ 
ism, although on one occasion Butzer gave the spiritualizers’ 
answer to the Anabaptist emphasis on the Great Commission: 
Baptism is only an outward form anyhow, and what occurs with¬ 
in is alone important. “It is however certainly not to be con¬ 
cluded that because there’s no baptism there is no faith. For 
it cannot be established that baptism and faith are bound to¬ 
gether. Baptism is a sign of the saving from sins; this occurs be¬ 
fore a man is baptized.” 38 

The student of Sebastian Franck or other spiritualizers will 
readily note that to avoid the binding quality of the Great Com¬ 
mission, Butzer here took a position as destructive of the church 
and her mission as the arid scholasticism of those who simply 
denied its force for later centuries. 

What the Reformers were committed to maintain was the 
fiction of an intact Christendom and one which at that had al- 
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ready slid far towards particularism. While the orders, particular¬ 
ly the Jesuits and other post-Rcformation orders, brought a new 
burst of missionary energy in the Roman Catholicism of the six¬ 
teenth and seventeenth centuries, the dominant Protestantism 
was stagnant until the rise of Pietism nearly two centuries later 
brought a missionary energy and world mindedness into magis¬ 
terial Protestantism. 

The Anabaptists, on the other hand, believed that the Early 
Church was the time when the missionary command was obeyed 
most faithfully, and that here too the Church of the Restitution 
would recover a lost virtue. Indeed, those called by Jesus were 
known as “missioners” (Evangelisten ); Matthew 28 was the 
first order, and Luke 24 the second. 39 Christ did not conceive 
of winning by iron or prison, but by the glorious and contagious 
forthgoing of the inspired community. 40 The Anabaptists con¬ 
trasted the winning of the world by free evangel with the com¬ 
pulsion which had controlled the Great Church’s fallen estate. 
The community organized about an evangelical purpose, like 
the True Church of the first centuries, was to be a standing 
testimony to religious liberty. 


THE RECAPTURE OF EARLY 
CHRISTIAN MISSIONARY ZEAL 



The Method: / 

Religious liberty, which is frequently considered to be the 
major contribution of the Free Churches, consists of at least 
three factors: 

1. Affirmation of the New Testament method of the ex¬ 
pansion of the faith; 

2. Affirmation of the Holy Spirit as the sending and dis¬ 
ciplining authority in the church; 

3. Rejection of the sword as a means of evangelization and 
as an instrument of church government. 

We are dealing here with the way in which the first factor be- 
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came part of the Anabaptist recapitulation of the Early Church 
ideal. 

It is notable that the Schwcnckfclders and Anabaptists were 
frequently thrown together in proscriptions. Their meetings faced 
many of the same problems vis-a-vis the persecutors. Both of 
these evangelical groups were threats to the establishments, and 
in some respects they had a common strategy. When Luther 
held fast to the medieval parish system, Schwenckfeld defended 
the Pauline missions method of letter-writing and visitations. 41 
A definite pattern of charismatic organization had emerged in 
the early years of free evangel, in the Early Church, and the 
same development would characterize the church in the New 
Age. 42 Schwenckfeld’s quarrel with the Taufer was because they 
established Biblical rule, notably government by elders and prac¬ 
tice of the Ban (Matthew 18); to his mind this coercion of the 
free movement of the Spirit was as wrong as any compulsion 
exercised by secular government. 43 His conception of the Resti¬ 
tution was limited to the free preaching of the Gospel; the Ana¬ 
baptists also affirmed the evangel but built upon it a disciplined 
. New Testament community. Both Anabaptists and Schwenck- 
' felders dreamed of the Early Church, and both strove to re¬ 
establish the free proclamation of the faith and to free it from 
corruption and compulsion. 

The gathering of voluntary religious associations 44 by a 
freely and comprehensively conceived evangel, scaled by believers’ 
baptism, constituted in early times a challenge to the imperial 
power — and in the sixteenth century was a threat to magisterial 
Protestantism. The establishments sought to offset the winning 
power of the broadly conceived and energetically pursued mis¬ 
sion by infant baptism. This bulwark of the standing order was 
introduced in the Roman Empire, according to Jakob Huter, 
as a blunt reaction of tyranny to the power of the Great Com¬ 
mission. 45 

The maintenance of infant baptism and compulsion in re¬ 
ligion by the state churches of the Reformation placed them in 
the period before the Restitution, in the fallen time of the Great 
Church. The words of the New Testament were clear enough, 
and the example of the Early Church could hardly be misin- 




The Great Commission 


119 


terpretcd. The Anabaptists looked out upon the known woild 
as a great missionary territory, and they sought to evangelize on 
the comprehensive scale of the great heroes of the past. 

kS 

The Heroic Prototype 

In the life of the Anabaptist congregations the man of the 
Early Church reappeared. He was a hero with one supreme 
loyalty, to Christ his Master. He performed miracles. His 
persecutors sometimes died terrible deaths. 46 He strove to obey 
literally the counsels of perfection which were now binding upon 
every believer, and he lived “loose from the world as a pilgrim, 
missioner, and martyr. 

From prison a pilgrim of the faith wrote of his condition. 
“I am cut loose from all the world, from wife, from father, and 
mother and sister according to the flesh, and from all men; but 
that is right; Christ was also cut loose from all men and fiom 
his disciples; it is enough that I be as He was. . . .” 4 ‘ This ascetic 
emphasis led to a glory in pilgrimage and a triumph in martyr¬ 
dom. Scores of missioners traveled from Waldshut throughout 
Switzerland, from Zurich through the Tyrol and southern Ger¬ 
many, and finally, from Moravia as far as Venice, Amsterdam, 
and Krakow. Lay evangelists moved among the corner congre¬ 
gations, threading all Europe, and a chain of synods and free 
gatherings tied the movement together. Occasionally we find 
rather startling evidence of the wide holding of Anabaptist 
opinion. A Hutterite missioner was martyred at Aachen, Oc¬ 
tober 19, 1558. When Hans Beck was in prison at Passau, dele¬ 
gates from a Christian brotherhood (Anabaptists?) came from 
Salonica in Greece and held fellowship with him. 48 

Missioners were bound by Scripture to travel and carry 
the word, and they were bound by church discipline to be pil¬ 
grims for the faith wherever sent. “Blessed is the man whom 
the Lord finds watching when he comes. First he speaks of 
cutting loose — in this, we have to understand to wander, that 
we shall lift up our countenance and thoughts to heavenly things 
so that the world will not spot us.” 49 The missioner was also 
instructed to maintain his vigorous ethical testimony against the 
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con uptions and compromises of the world : ^Furthermore we 
shall light our light; that is the light whereby they see our good 
works and glorify our father who is in heaven. . . .” 50 (Matthew 
5:14!) The Anabaptists felt that God Himself showed them 
where to go and bring their testimony of word and deed, and 
the land should not be forbidden them: for the earth is all the 
Lord’s (Psalm 24:1). 51 When Matthias Binder was held for 
questioning and warning, this proof text came out with peculiar 
pathos in his pilgrim’s testimony: “The question if he would 
leave the principality he answered with a clear ‘No’, for the 
caith was the Lords. He didn’t know yet where the Lord was 
leading him, or in what land his death was fixed.” 82 

The deliberate strategy which marked the later period of 
missionary endeavor was hardly a part of the early picture. The 
faith spread by persecution, exile, the journeying of craftsmen, 
the haphazard wandering of lay preachers. 53 Anabaptist leaders 
at first wandered as pilgrims, seeking relief from persecution, and 
shepherding from time to time the little groups of the faithful. 
As persecution grew more savage, hundreds of families took to 
the road, moving slowly eastward toward the Moravian settle¬ 
ments. A whole people thus became pilgrims, exiles for Christ. 
Hutterite missioners such as Brandhuber and Ridcmann and 
Walpot and Glock worked among them and helped many to 
make the trip. Others applied to the Brethren directly for aid 
in migrating, and a “Servant of the Word” 54 was sent to in¬ 
vestigate and make a recommendation. 5 '’ That their judgment 
was not infallible is evidenced by the watering down of vigorous 
internal discipline due to the advent of economic refugees, 55 as 
well as by the number who later went home and made submis¬ 
sion. 57 Nevertheless, the Moravian colonies became through 
the devotion of the great leaders and the discipline of their people 
perhaps the greatest missionary center of the sixteenth century. 
The pilgrim people became a great intentional power for spread¬ 
ing of the Gospel to every creature, and their internal community 
structure was organized to sustain the enterprise. 58 

There was a definite transition from the Anabaptist pilgrim, 
who evangelized and taught wherever he found temporaiy refuge 
from the hounds of the established order, to the missioner whose 
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trips were assigned as part of a grand strategy of spiritual con¬ 
quest. By and large the establishment of the Huttente economy 
in Moravia may be used to mark the line between one type and 

the other. ... , 

For an example of the early itinerant evangelist, committed 

to spiritual independence from the things of this world and 
destined to early martyrdom, we may consider the Swiss leader, 
GEORG blaurock (c. 1492-1529). 59 Blaurock was outstanding 
for his wide travels and noteworthy because he linked the circle 
at Zurich with the congregations in the Tyrol and the colonics 
in Moravia. Blaurock and Stumpf were those who pressed 
Zwingli most insistently to gather a purified “community of all 
things as also the apostles [had it] in Acts 2.” 60 Blaurock led 
the little band on to the first adult baptism when Zwingli re¬ 
fused to move in the desired direction, and the simplicity of 
Blaurock’s life and witness won many common people to the 
movement. A powerful preacher, utterly fearless in commanding 
a hearing for the Word, he was popularly called “the second 
Paul,” “sturdy George.” At Zollikon a crowd of a hundred 
and fifty persons was swept into mass baptism by his preaching, 
and at Hynwyl he entered the chapel and preached to two 
hundred people before the regular minister arrived. V\ hen 
imprisoned, Blaurock said Christians should go out as missionaries 
as Paul indicated, and the magistrate was not necessary in mat¬ 
ters of faith. “The earth Is the Lord’s.” He was driven into 
exile and wandering, and in May of 1529 began his gieat woi 
in the Tyrol, laying the foundations there for an Anabaptist 
movement which later supplied large numbers of members of 
the Christian colonies in Moravia. 62 Among those who watched 
his heroic death at the stake was a boy, Peter Walpot, who later 
became the greatest missionary executive of the Hutterite Bret 

ren. 63 . . . 

The “evangelical Tiiufer” carried on extensive missionary 

cultivation rotating around several centers of the new life. Even 
before the Moravian settlements grew powerful, there was oc¬ 
casional central planning. The original circle at Zurich scattcre 
widely and apparently on a spontaneous basis: Blaurock, after 
working with Manz in the Grisons, went on to the Tyrol; Reublin 
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And Sattlcr went to Alsace and Swabia, Hetzer to Niimberg 
and Augsburg, Gross to Strassburg and Augsburg. Waldshut, 
center of a great reformation under Hubmaier, was the center 
of concentric circles of influence: Ulrich Teck and Jakob Gross 
were especially active in trips from this base of operations. 64 

Recorded planning began with the famous Martyr Synod 
of Augsburg, August 20, 1527, which could as well be termed 
a Missionary Synod. 6 '* This synod not only effected co-operation 
between the parties led by Hans Hut and Hans Denck, but 
divided the land on a grand map of evangelical enterprise. Breth¬ 
ren were sent out from it to centers in South Germany, Switzer¬ 
land, and Moravia. Those attending included outstanding 
leaders and missioners — Denck, Hut, Jorg von Passau, 66 Hetzer, 
Jakob Gross, 67 Jakob Dachser 68 Sigmund Salminger, Eitelhans 
Langenmantel, 69 Leonhard Dorfbrunner, 70 Gall Fischer 71 — 
most of whom died as missionary martyrs within a few years. 
The fate of an Anabaptist missioner (“agitator” in Christendom) 
usually was sealed without adequate trial or hearing. But the 
answer of the heroes of the Restitution was the gallant testi¬ 
mony of the cup of blood. Persecution only changed them from 
wandering pilgrims to missionary strategists, ready when the 
time came to be martyrs also. 

The cost in trained leaders was tremendous in the early years, 
before semi-permanent bases of operation had been established 
and the means of support and communication worked out. 
Only two or three of the Martyr Synod lived to see the fifth 
year of the movement. (A long list of those martyred, 1527- 
1531, is still extant. 72 ) In Switzerland and South Germany, the 
leadership and supervision of the congregations fell into the 
hands of laymen, supported by the occasional supervision af¬ 
forded by visiting missioners. 

The unarmed knight of the faith, whose chief virtue was 
long-sufferingness ( Gelassenheit , leijdzaamheid ), 7S became the 
character type of the movement. The knightly symbol was 
revived to describe the weaponless defender of truth, God’s 
champion against the powers of this world’s darkness. “In 
place of the athlete the knight is at the point of conflict ... in 
place of the arena, the tourney or field of battle is entered. In 
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this sense the Anabaptists speak of the battle of the Cross which 
must be fought. For martyrdom is no case of laziness, but of 
strength . . . only the Hero can go the martyr’s way.” 74 This 
spiritual warfare has run all through history, from the dualism 
of Cain and Abel through Judas and Jesus to the persecutors 
and the Anabaptists. 

All Biblical writing speaks entirely of the suffering of the 
elect from Abel up to the apostles. Therein is the lamb slain from 
the foundation of the world. 75 

I pray to God . . . that in carnal souls Christ will create and 
illuminate the eternal fire of his love, the soul courtrobe of all 
Christians. Even if today there is no Abel without a Cain; no 
Jacob without an Esau; no Peter without a Herod; no Paul 
without a Nero; God loves us just the same: yes, the old God of 
Israel — the ruler of the earth — will not let us be overcome. He 
gives to all of us a free, constant spirit and an unflinching heart in 
all trouble. May this remain true. 76 

In a certain sense, then, Christ’s example was made a type 
of all suffering in the world, and the fact of suffering itself 
achieved divine significance. “Even as you contend in knightly 
fashion for the truth, so will the Lord God contend for you.” 77 



Economic Factors of Importance 

No set of ideas can survive, nor can it even come to birth, 
except “in the fullness of time.” In particular, the theoretical 
pattern must be related to large historic forces that create the 
atmosphere in which the intellectual movement can live and give 
concrete form to its internal drive. At the time of the Restitu¬ 
tion there were certain given factors including important eco¬ 
nomic developments, which favored the emergence of a new 
solidarity and joined forces with the Anabaptist vision of relig¬ 
ious reform to make a new style of Christian Community 
workable. 

The sixteenth century was a time of social unrest and 
economic upheaval, of revolutionary dreams and attempted 
reforms. In an economy made fluid by commerce with Asia 
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and wealth from America, craftsmen and peasants found them¬ 
selves displaced. These were the chief classes to produce pro¬ 
grams and centers of revolt, to respond most readily to the in¬ 
tense eschatology of the Melchiorites, and to go in goodly num¬ 
bers to the Christian communist villages in Moravia. Though 
court records show that many who joined the colonies had had 
some substance, the Hutterite mission found ready response 
from the hungry and depressed as well as from the religiously 
dissatisfied. 78 Journeymen without fixed place of residence or 
master were a common sight in this age as they wandered from 
city to city. If they were also Anabaptist in sympathies, they 
added to their testimony that Christ alone was “Master” 
(vorsteer ). The Anabaptist craftsmen transformed social mis¬ 
fortune into a religious vehicle, and glorified in “living loose 
from the world.” 

Groups disjointed by a changing economy became wander¬ 
ers in the land, their economic status and style of life throwing 
them into constant contact with the large numbers of religious 
expellees and persecutees. On the social side they were torn 
loose and dispossessed; on the religious side they were generally 
seekers if not adherents of some Left Wing movement. Women 
imprisoned at Erlangen in 1527 reported that their husbands 
left, seeking the word of the Gospel where it might be found 
and consigning the children to their care. One journeyman 
said, “I will go and will search out the old and new faiths [to 
see] which is the true and best.” 79 

The savage persecution loosed on the Anabaptist congrega¬ 
tions threw hundreds more into the general currents of economic 
and religious unrest. Poor relief records show the travel of fam¬ 
ilies toward Moravia. Most of them were, like Veit Frick, “a poor, 
unpromising people, that have to do their daily work and have 
many children.” 80 Standard processes for confiscation of prop¬ 
erty and goods were worked out in the courts, and affected the 
most able craftsmen and farmers as well as those cast adrift 
by economic circumstances. 81 Whole families were uprooted, 
and many men traveled from city to city leaving families to fend 
for themselves. 

Those able agriculturalists or handworkers, who were ex- 
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pelled from their former stations by religious persecution rather 
than by unrest, constitute a somewhat different phenomenon 
from the individual wanderers. But displacement for religious 
causes became increasingly important with the years. Such 
dissolution of social bonds was a permanent and inevitable 
function of religious territorial agreements like that of Augsburg, 
1555. In the years of preparation and early ingathering, the 
individual wanderer was important. Later, under the impact 
of community life and discipline, the collective responsibility for 
the mission loomed large. The more responsible groups were 
concerned to maintain a sound and integrated economy within 
the fellowship of believers, and within the Hutterite communities 
real honor was tendered craftsmen in terms of their work. 

But in the larger society there was a looseness of relation¬ 
ships toward job and family which the Reformers considered 
thoroughly irresponsible, 82 without realizing that it was at least 
as much a product of economic change and political repression 
as it was of radical religious separatism. They could not under¬ 
stand the apparent instability of one who “had a wife and four 
children, no home place and was the citizen of no city.” 83 They 
hoped to carry over from medieval civilization those relation¬ 
ships which made for a stable society, and did not comprehend 
the fact that economic and religious change, coupled with the 
pluralism of religious persecutions which they themselves justi¬ 
fied, made such stability impossible. To the religious radical, 
driven by persecution and the Lord’s Commission, all such 
considerations were “worldly.” We can almost hear the Ana¬ 
baptist say to the authorities of the Great Church and the 
magistrates who tried to hold him fast in his “natural” responsi¬ 
bilities: “I no longer live, but Christ in me and the world 
crucified in me!” 84 

Just as economic displacement joined forces with the 
religious drive to make wandering and pilgrimage common, so 
the establishment of a planned economy in Moravia became 
the cornerstone and the surety for a consistent and planned 
missionary effort. The practice of Christian Community estab¬ 
lished in Moravia was intimately tied to Anabaptist evangelical 
operations in the German-speaking lands. The Great Com- 



126 


mission itself seemed to argue for the kind of selflessness best 
expressed by a strong discipline of community or communism. 85 
In all Anabaptist groups a communism of consumption func¬ 
tioned for the state of the evangel, and the Hutterite communi¬ 
ties maintained their strongest internal discipline during the 
years of ardent missionary passion. 86 A base of operations was 
built which served the entire movement, and the most missionary 
minded were the congregations fraternally related to that 
economy. 

Congregational communism was introduced when the non- 
resistants under Jakob Widemann separated from the followers 
of Hiibmaier after the Nikolsburg Disputation, 87 establishing 
themselves on the apostolic disciplines. They were joined in 
1529 by Jakob Huter, who had been working with Georg Zaun- 
ring in the congregations founded in the Tyrol by Blaurock. 
Huter saw in the new religious economy of Widemann’s fol¬ 
lowers “the communion of saints” of his ideals. Huter worked 
as a missioner until 1533, when he brought the last group from 
the Tyrol, 88 and took responsibility as leader 89 in the Auspitz 
community which Reublin and Zaunring had established (1530) 
in secession from Widemann's autocratic leadership. 90 In three 
years the extremely able leadership of Huter left an indelible 
mark on the communities which came to bear his name. 91 These 
groups concentrated on the practices of community ( Gemein - 
schaft) and separation (including Ehescheidung , a special phase 
of spiritual government), 92 and laid the groundwork in the 
discipline of a missionary people who reached out from Venice 
to Aachen to win men to “community” in Christ. 

The strength of the Hutterite missionary economy was 
evidenced by acquisitions not only from the “world,” but from 
the more loosely organized Swiss Brethren 93 and the Gabrielites 
and Philippites, whose leaders had originally resisted Huter’s 
energetic program. 94 Through the years the finest Hutterite 
leaders approached the erring Brethren for union, 95 and the last 
group came in about 1565. When a man such as Ulrich Stadler, 
leader of the “Austerlitzers,” was gained (1545), the vision of 
“the pilgrim of the Lord” was accented among the Brethren. 96 
In Stadler’s mind pilgrimage for the faith required a strong 
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discipline: there are some who say all should be by free will, 
but the Biblical requirement of communism and rule by elders 
was plain. 97 

In peter ridemann (1506-1556), who came to Moravia 
in 1531 98 after succeeding Brandhuber as leader in the groups 
in the land of the Ens, the Brethren found a most powerful 
leader. He was author of the 1540 Rechenschaft, which became 
the basic document of the movement. 99 He was the Hutterites’ 
outstanding hymn-writer. He served for years as minister to 
Gabrielites in Franconia and Nurnberg, and to the loosely knit 
Tdufer groups in South Germany. 100 After decades of service 
in bringing groups in ten’s and twelve’s to Moravia, 101 and in 
other positions of community leadership, Ridemann died a 
natural death on December 1, 1556. His most notable contri¬ 
bution was in organization and discipline, but his importance 
as missionary teacher and executive must be underscored. As 
with other leaders, the tight community life was a function of 
Ridemann’s world view. 

The Hutterite Brethren developed one of the most perfect 
missionary organizations of the sixteenth century, and strongly 
supported the work in the Tyrol, South Germany, Hesse, and 
even in the Netherlands, with personnel and place of refuge. 
The original Anabaptist impulse to restore the life and disciplines 
of the Early Church survived most impressively in those con¬ 
gregations which were most missionary minded. 


QUIET ESCHATOLOGY 

However be comforted in your pious Christian hearts, realiz¬ 
ing and accepting indeed that it has been so for all the prophets, 
Christ the Lord, his apostles, and in fact all saints from the begin¬ 
ning of the world, yea all them whom the Lord God has loved. 
Such is plainly and frequently demonstrated for you without gloss, 
namely, that all lovers of divine truth will be elect saints and all 
will be driven and hounded until the Judgment, as the Bible gives 
us sufficient evidence and shows in all places. 102 
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Eschatology a Common Ground for Revolutionaries 
and Nonresistants 

At the core of the formal organization of both revolution¬ 
aries and nonresistants there was a missionary mind. Even the 
radicals at Wittenberg sent out twelve missioners to proclaim 
the day of wrath and judgment, quoting the Great Commission 
and calling for moral reform. 103 A dozen years later, when the 
New Jerusalem was established at Munster, missioners were 
sent forth to gather the people of the New Age, and all north¬ 
west Germany contributed supporters. 104 March 24, 1534, was 
set as the day of mass migration, and although the authorities 
stopped most large groups, Munster continued to be even during 
the siege a center of the most excited evangelism. As the siege 
intensified, evangelism gave place to prophecy and the New 
Zion looked forward to a world revolution, the slaying of the 
godless, the restitution of all things. 105 They proclaimed that 
in that very generation Christ would come again, His Kingdom 
would come on earth, and all the ends of the earth would bow 
before Him. 106 “God’s people, who remain eternal . . . must 
inherit the earth and establish Christ the king to rule over the 
whole world.” 107 

The Restitution of the true apostolic church and the gather¬ 
ing of the Church of the Dispersion were to lead on directly 
to the restitution of God’s law in the world. Unbelievers mar¬ 
veled at the calm assurance with which the faithful faced their 
unlikely prospects, as for instance when Jan Matthysz led a 
futile sortie of two hundred hymn-singers to disperse the besieg¬ 
ing forces. Even after the revolutionaries “let drop the apostolic 
weapons to the earth and seized the armor of David,” 108 their 
spirit of certainty was a wonder to the sceptical. Through “spe¬ 
cial revelation” and not through lack of expectancy they took 
up the sword. 109 The missionary passion and eager world view 
of the revolutionaries never flagged, and in both significant 
social explosions (in the Peasant Revolt and at Munster) con¬ 
stituted an essential part of their eschatology. 

We recognize Hans Hut as the bridge in the early period 
between the revolutionary section of the Left Wing of the Ref- 
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ormation and the evangelical Anabaptists. 110 When he agreed 
during the Missionary Synod (1527) to give up appeals to 
violence, he did not cease to travel and preach: a large per¬ 
centage of those called up by the authorities in central Germany 
attributed their conversions and baptisms to Hut. 111 No mis- 
sioner traveled more widely and constantly; he won so numerous 
and enthusiastic a following that he was accused of drugging 
the multitudes with a potion. 112 When held by the authorities 
before his death he testified in significant words: 

The word which stands on Mark 16 had moved him to preach, 
namely, that preaching was first, afterwards faith, and thirdly 
baptism. And one must let the word of the Lord stand. [He is] 
not to do anything apart from it, [and] also shall depart neither 
to the right nor the left, according to the last of Matthew that one 
shall first teach and afterwards baptize. Item, also in Acts 19 it is 
written that John called some to repentance and baptized those 
whom the Apostle Paul himself later permitted to be re-bap¬ 
tized. 113 

Hut was first a book peddlar associated with Thomas Miintzer, 
and in Jorg Haug’s church at Bibra he called upon the peasants 
to take the sword against the magistrate. 114 In the summer of 
1526 Hans Denck won him to the nonresistant position, and he 
confirmed it in a later meeting of the Anabaptist leaders; the 
following year he debated with Hiibmaier in several meetings at 
Nikolsburg which led to the split-ofT of the Stabler and the estab¬ 
lishment of nonresistant/communist communities. In preach¬ 
ing and winning thousands 115 he would begin by citing the Great 
Commission, and pass on to a fiery proclamation of the coming 
again of Christ. 116 The structure of his message did not change 
when he repudiated a violent ushering in of the Kingdom. In 
fact, the chiliastic mood stayed with many of the Stille after 
revolution was repudiated. Some said that Armageddon occur¬ 
red whenever a Christian bore persecution. 117 

We have already seen that among the nonresistant Ana¬ 
baptists, the missionary personality and congregation were of 
primary importance. They interpreted the very meaning of 
history in terms of the world mission of the True Church. The 
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True Church of the Restitution, like the individual heroic proto¬ 
type, was a pilgrim church, a missionary church, a martyr church. 
Throughout history the True Church had been both forbidden 
and persecuted. “It is solidly packed in God’s word and the 
three words: the first, many are called but few are chosen; the 
second, the way of God is narrow and straight and few there 
be who find it; the third, not all who cry unto me, Lord, Lord, 
shall enter the Kingdom, but those who do the will of my 
heavenly father, they shall enter the Kingdom.” 118 

Although the authorities were perfectly capable of making 
the necessary distinction between those who actively opposed 
the magistrate and those who only refused to obey on matters 
affecting their faith, they generally regarded all corner meetings 
as hostile to ecclesiastical and political order. The radicals in 
turn justified their small, secluded meetings: “The gospel is not 
to be preached openly in churches, but only in secret byways 
and privately in houses.” 119 

The True Church is where two or three are gathered to- 
gether in the Lord’s name and not in the “idol-temples.” 120 
Indeed, since creation, only a little remnant has gone the right 
way, and this band of elect has been anonymous and persecuted. 
For the radicals, the forbidden church was the True Church. 121 
“For the Babylonian harlot who sits on the seven hills, I mean 
the Roman Church, a synagogue of the living devil, only spits 
out all the children of God and drives them into wastelands, 
into their byways.” 122 They believed that it was God’s plan 
that His people should be strangers and pilgrims in the world 
and, as citizens of a better city, persecuted and hounded in this 
one. “For power is given to the beast to fight against the saints 
and triumph over them — not in spirit but in the flesh. For 
the suffering of Christ must also be fulfilled and made concrete 
in their limbs.” 123 

The martyr church was to be able to establish its place 
in history in terms of its suffering. In the special logic of Ana¬ 
baptist eschatology Menno wrote: 
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O Lord, with that unjust hatred they hate me; whom have 1 
wronged in a single word? Whom have I shortchanged a penny’s 
worth? Whose gold, silver, cow or cattle, ox or ass have I desired? 
I have loved them with a pure love, even unto death; Thy Word 
and will have I taught them, and with earnest diligence I have 
shown them by Thy grace the way of salvation. Therefore my 
enemies are so many, and hate me with cruel hatred. 124 

It is the wolf which drives others; the sheep is a poor, defense¬ 
less beast. The Anabaptists made much of the struggle and 
suffering in Hebrews 11:33-38, and of the analogy between 
baptism and death (“blood-baptism”), in restoring the martyr 
theology of the Early Church. Martyrdom was the carrying 
power of the movement, the triumph beyond obvious defeat, 
the final long pilgrimage free from the world and its controls. 

The Anabaptists saw themselves living again the painful 
persecution of the apostolic church, hounded by cruel political 
and religious lords who had no mercy for the defenseless, the 
sick and helpless. 125 The author of the first confession of faith 
(Schleitheim, 1527) was sentenced to death on particularly 
barbarous terms, 126 and his martyrdom left a deep impression 
upon contemporaries and later generations. The Anabaptists 
knew what it was to invite new members to “take up their cross.” 
In this trial by fire and water and the sword, where their faith 
was tested as gold in the furnace, they were fortified by the 
memory of Christ’s suffering and by the hymns and records 
of other brethren of the cross. 127 The first hymns were from 
prison, 128 and the finest records were stories of the martyrs who 
“have sealed in knightly fashion the truth of God with their 
blood.” 129 

The full believers’ baptism, of which water was the first 
order, was according to I John 5:8: “And there are three 
that bear witness in earth, the spirit, and the water, and the 
blood: and these three agree in one.” 130 The true follower of 
Jesus will not hesitate to drink the cup he drank (John 18:11); 
indeed he will expect it. 131 “For whoever will not suffer with 
Christ also will not rule with Him, and whoever doesn’t have 
this holy spirit is no Christian.” 132 
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, A Theology of Suffering 

Thus the Anabaptists developed a theology of suffering, 
transforming the persecuted remnant into a triumphant church, 
rich in historical significance and bringing the means of present 
salvation. 133 The idea of suffering became their moving power 
and hope in the Third Age, a refined and nonviolent parallel 
to the revolutionary conquest conceived by the radicals at 
Munster. “Suffering is the way, the door, and the means to 
God, the door into the sheep-stall.” 134 

In baptism the believer learned that he was to leave all 
selfish concern — including private ownership — behind, and 
through the cross and suffering come to salvation. The internal 
significance of suffering is revealed in Anabaptist records of the 
uses of communism and the Ban. When threatened by the 
authorities, Hanss Schmidt said, Let the Lord’s will be done: 
he had suffered all his life as a pilgrim loose from the world, 
and his brethren would take care of his wife and children. 135 
(Here again communism’s utility as a base of operations for 
the missionary work is clear.) Even the community’s accept¬ 
ance of responsibility for the education of children, in which the 
Hutterites made remarkable pedagogical contributions, 136 be¬ 
came a part of the realistic measures that made the sustaining 
of the mission possible. The cross of Christ (Creutz christy) 
and the communion of saints (gemeinschaft der heilligen) are 
the key ideas in Anabaptist thought at this level. Good and evil 
must be separated by a vigorous use of the Ban, so that the 
individual hero and the heroic community will be able to stand 
in time of trial. “For a Christian without suffering is like an 
untrained doctor, and like a house whose beam has not been 
hewn.” 137 The internal organization of the community was 
a function of their capacity as pilgrims, missioners, and martyrs. 

There is no doubt that the Stille consciously repudiated 
the revolutionaries’ shift from weaponless warfare to the taking 
of the sword, but it is questionable whether all chiliastic think¬ 
ing was purged. 138 And certainly there was a great surcharge 
of eschatological thinking, in which the missions method came 
to play a dominant part in the vision of the coming Kingdom 
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on earth. The teleological necessity of suffering remained, and 
with it the Taujer sense of participating in the last scene of a 
world-shaking drama. When the last cup of blood had been 
shed, they might look for the Day of Victory. The quiet eschat¬ 
ology which became exclusive after Munster did not change 
the world view nor the expectation of a Kingdom on earth; 
it changed the attitude to power . 139 The manner of the coming 
of the Kingdom was, for the nonresistant Anabaptists, the Pauline 
missions method rather than by the “slaying of the godless” and 
violent revolution. The willingness to suffer martyrdom 140 for 
the faith was their strength. 141 

The expectation of a coming Kingdom of God on earth, 
to which the faithful come through a welter of blood, can be 
seen to link the revolutionaries and the nonresistants. 142 The 
lack of historical concern in the secular sense, which is frequently 
noted in Anabaptist thinking, 143 was not truly nonhistorical, but 
rather it stemmed from a contempt for the traditional things 
upon which God had already passed judgment and which were 
soon to pass away. Their unconcern with present matters was 
rooted in a great vision of things to come. Hiibmaier said that 
those who deny a visible church and say His Kingdom is not of 
this world are faced with the prayer, “Thy Kingdom come.. .. 5,144 

The Hutterites expected the wrath to break out over the 
world, and yet their eschatology blended with the theology of 
suffering in such manner as to blunt its harshness. They retained 
confidence, however, in the “restitution of all things 55 (Acts 3:21) 
to follow upon the Restitution of the church. 145 The precise 
nature of this impending finale was not clear. Some said that 
it would bring the return of created things, and others, only 
those things of which the prophets speak (chapter sixty-six of 
Isaiah). 146 The revolutionaries expected the taking of the sword 
to herald His coming; the Stitle replaced this act with the method 
of pilgrimage-mission-martyrdom. For the Stitle as well as the 
revolutionaries the Restitution of the True Church leads into 
a restoration of justice and peace in the world; but suffering, 
rather than violence, was the co-operative act of God and man 
which provided the moving power of history. 

This was explicit in Menno: “But the martyrdom of 
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Stephen, in which the situation sharpened up by the experience 
of Christ appeared for the first time, and as a lesson, showed 
not only that the disciple must undertake suffering and death 
according to Christ’s example, but how he must do it. He cried 
out in the way and manner of his Master on the Cross, Father 
do not count these sins unto them! That is according to Christ’s 
mandate the new concept with which the elect conquer their 
fate, their opposition.” 11 ' The simple missioner, who went forth 
in obedience to the Lord’s command, assumed thereby a signifi¬ 
cance as social strategist which never occurred to him in the 
period of our study. 


The Anabaptists and Natural Law 

Because of the Anabaptist concentration on Biblical issues 
and matters of discipleship, and because of the speed and effi¬ 
ciency with which their movement was buried in a bath of blood 
by the persecutors, it has been customary even for many latter- 
day friends of the movement to assume that the Anabaptists con¬ 
tributed nothing to social and political thought as such. The 
assumption is that the study of the contribution of the Free 
Churches to democratic development must be postponed until 
the Commonwealth period in England. However, some of the 
implications for a constitutional and just government are also 
there in the period of classical Anabaptism. There was a cer¬ 
tain attitude to social justice which cannot be concealed, even 
though subsequent developments augmented the tendency to 
emphasize distance from the Peasant Revolt and other efforts 
at economic reform. Paragraph 18 of the Waldshut Articles 
(1524) was rather to the point: “Whoever doesn’t earn his 
bread in the sweat of his brow, he is excluded [and] also isn’t 
worthy of the food which he eats. This will get rid of all loafers, 
whoever they may be.” 148 

The fact that many of the death penalities and other forms 
of persecution ignored even that measure of rudimentary due 
process to which common subjects were entitled did not go 
without comment, either. Michael Sattler, when he heard the 
barbarous sentence passed upon him, reaffirmed his faith and 
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then said: “You know that you with your fellow-judges have 
sentenced me contrary to law; therefore take care and repent.” 149 
Other points might be made, indicating a fruitful area of research 
as to the ideas of the Anabaptists which have general social and 
economic and political significance. 

Of course the most significant contribution was the convic¬ 
tion that a just state does not persecute. The political implications 
of this position have been beautifully summarized by the Old 
Catholic scholar, Professor Dollinger, in an appraisal of Crom¬ 
well: 



He was the first among the mighty men of the world to set up 
one special religious principle, and to enforce it so far as in him 
lay: . . . the principle of liberty of conscience and the repudiation 
of religious coercion. It must be clearly understood how great 
the gulf is which divides the holders of this principle from those 
who reject it, both in faith and morals. He who is convinced that 
right and duty require him to coerce other people into a life of 
falsehood . . . belongs to an essentially different religion from one 
who recognizes in the inviolability of conscience a human right 
guaranteed by religion itself, and has different notions of God, of 
man’s relation to God, and of man's obligations to his fellows. 150 


There is perhaps some room for difference of opinion as to 
how accurately this represents the views of Oliver Cromwell. 
There can be no doubt that it fairly states the difference between 
the coercive pattern of religion which the Anabaptists repudiated 
and the free and disciplined faith which they proposed as an 
alternative. Their concern was for the purity of the Church of 
the Restitution and the winsomeness of its Gospel. The converse 
is, quite naturally, the elimination of one of the most damaging 
abuses of governmental power in human history: that which 
in the name of religious unity splinters the foundations of a 
just society and dwarfs the perspectives of the faith intended to 
embrace all nations. 



THE VERDICT OF HISTORY 


We may find it fruitful to consider briefly at what point 
the spirit of renunciation ceased to be identified with a simple 
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evangelical concern, and became instead the cultivated manner 
of a sectarian community. What happened in the years toward 
which the Anabaptists looked with such eager hearts? We are 
now in a position to assess the movement and its statesmen, both 
in terms of internal discipline and in terms of the broad impact 
/made upon society at large. What message and Christian 
testimony did the Anabaptist movement carry into the ongoing 
stream of Christian history, and over the world? 

The problem has been put before in our discussion of the 
j Restitution, 151 and it remains with us. In Biblical living, the 
I tension between the “church” and the “world” is progressively 
overcome by the missionary outreach of the Christian Com¬ 
munity. The relaxation of the tension by any other means — 
usually by acceptance of the status of a “religion,” established 
politically or socially — is a betrayal of the faith. The people 
of the Covenant is a special people, a royal priesthood (I Peter 
2:9), with a special mission and responsibility for those who 
dwell in darkness. Judging from the subsequent history of the 
Anabaptists, based on a glance at a period later than that in¬ 
volved in our study of the formation of the church view, two 
changes may occur which are prejudicial to the Church of the 
Restitution. On the one hand, adaptations accepted as neces¬ 
sary by those determined to live responsibly, accepted at the time 
as new insights, become in fact a “going over to the world” 
which cancels out both special witness and missionary passion. 
This is the experience of the Dutch and Prussian Mennonite 
groups, who became in the course of the years opulent in 
economy, proud in intellect, and effective in competition and 
war. 

On the other side of the dialectic, a strong internal dis¬ 
cipline and agrarian economy, at first developed in flight to the 
frontier to escape persecution, may lead in time to the develop¬ 
ment of completely self-centered religious and economic com¬ 
munities, in which the inevitable egotism of a group living in 
history is translated into a technological and cultural as well as 
religious primitivism. With the decline of missionary passion, 
the latter is the fate that overtook those groups which followed 
the frontier into Moravia, Transylvania, Russia, America, and 
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Paraguay. 152 In these apparently opposite resolutions of the 
tension there is a common factor: both later expressions of the 
movement have lost to a large degree the creative tension, the 
eager expectancy, the catalytic effect upon church and society 
which was the original genius of Anabaptism. 

But there is another and broader basis on which the signifi¬ 
cance of the Anabaptists may be judged: in terms of their early 
witness to certain New Testament ordinances now widely taken 
for granted among Free Churches. Until the comprehensive 
history of sectarian Protestantism is written, we can only suggest 
the indebtedness of large sections of twentieth-century Christi¬ 
anity to these early champions of disciplined discipleship and 
religious liberty. 153 Certainly the true importance of the Church 
of the Restitution, its realizations and its hopes, goes far heyond 
those communities which today admit lineal descent from the 
Anabaptist movement. 


CHAPTER V 


The Changing Reputation of the Anabaptists 


The Critical Problem 

The preceding chapters form a unity. Whereas in the pre¬ 
vious edition of the present study it was necessary to have a 
chapter discussing former treatments of Anabaptism before a 
new thesis could be put forward, we have assumed that by this 
time the interpretation of Anabaptism as a type of Christian 
primitivism could be allowed to stand on its own feet. Never¬ 
theless the critical problem — the discussion about primary and 
secondary sources, the distinction between polemics and accurate 
reporting, the evaluation of recently discovered documents — 
remains an interesting, even exciting, aspect of the study of 
Anabaptism. 

The student of history or of church history in America has 
usually known very little about the Anabaptist movement. He 
has been able to find only a few summary statements in the 
familiar surveys of the Reformation, and these brief paragraphs 
have done little to fill in the outlines of a blurred impression. 
Although the situation is changing, it is safe to say that most 
general interpretations of Anabaptism are faulty even today: 
the historians rely upon the dogmas of the Social Democratic 
interpretation, and the church historians depend upon the polem¬ 
ics of magisterial Protestantism. Both groups have ignored the 
primary sources. The student would be surprised indeed to learn 
^.that the leaders and groups of the Restitution were early cham¬ 
pions and martyrs for some ideas about the nature of the church 
which he may be taking for granted. When we review the ref¬ 
erence works best known to him, the reason for his lack of 
knowledge becomes plain. 

Most historians who have written about the Reformation 
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in the intervening four centuries have treated those they called 
“Anabaptists” in one of two ways: either dismissing them as 
peripheral, or basing their elaboration of the subject upon ex¬ 
tremely hostile polemics. The Anabaptists have been the aban¬ 
doned people, who passed in dim review behind the glittering 
personalities of the chief Reformers and their protecting princes. 
In the usual fashion, a History of the Reformation recently re¬ 
published by the S. P. C. K. and Macmillan Company dismisses 
the Anabaptists in three rapid pages out of six hundred. 1 We 
are left to assume that the radical groups were totally peripheral 
to the main concerns of Protestantism, barely worth a passing 
reference. Certainly there is no suggestion that a reader might I 
be led to fuller understanding of contemporary religious life 
through familiarity with the primary sources of Anabaptism. 
There is no footnote to indicate that such sources exist. 

A treatment typical of the second type of writing, perhaps 
more common among the general surveys of the older school 
of historians, is that found in Preserved Smith’s The Age of the 
Reformation. Without apology he relied upon secondary sources 
of negligible value: “Mary of Hungary was not far wrong when 
she wrote that they planned to plunder all churches, nobles, and 
wealthy merchants, in short, all who had property, and from 
the spoil to distribute to every individual according to his need.” 2 

Even in 1907 (Whitney), and certainly by 1920 (Smith), 
there was enough source material accessible to call into ques¬ 
tion any simple reliance upon the polemical writings of men 
who drove those they termed “heretics” to exile or death. The 
Anabaptists could no longer properly be dismissed in casual 
fashion; neither could a fair and thorough work rely uncritically 
upon hostile testimony about the radicals without regarding the 
growing body of primary evidence. Both Whitney and Smith, 
however, reveal the traditional tendentious dependence upon 
the colored reports of Luther, Melanchthon, Zwingli, Bullinger, 
and the like. The sources edited by Cornelius, Keller, Beck, and 
Egli, although available, were not given a hearing, and the 
in-group writings of the Swiss and South German Brethren, 
Huttcrites, and Dutch were apparently unknown to the authors. 

The volume by Thomas M. Lindsay in the International 
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Theological Library, 3 still widely sold, and used in leading sem¬ 
inaries, presents a more adequate handling of sources. His list 
of references includes the best materials available before 1903; 
the author evidently was anxious to present a fair picture. 4 In 
spite of limited sources he went far to give a generous estimate 
of some aspects of the movement. He appreciated the passionate 
ethical concern of the Anabaptists, and hit upon a clue of key 
significance in discussing their uniform aversion to a state church. 5 
In the final analysis, however, Lindsay depended upon other 
writers who classified the Anabaptists as the remnants of medieval 
brotherhoods. 6 Although his work is to be praised beyond the 
volumes by Whitney and Smith, the most significant primary 
sources now available have been exhumed from the archives 
since his survey was written. The large mass of newly published 
court testimony, the sermons and epistles, the confessions of 
faith and other records — although only the beginning of a 
full representation — go far to refute his fundamental concep¬ 
tions. Yet Lindsay’s writing, along with the two previously 
mentioned, is that commonly allowed to stand in our seminaries 
and universities. The three standard surveys of the Reformation 
in English are thus ruled inadequate simply from the point of 
view of sources utilized. If the Anabaptists have any significance 
for an informed discussion of contemporary church life, 7 the 
priority of these surveys becomes even more intolerable. 8 

We find a similarly inadequate use of source material in 
more limited studies, such as Vedder’s The Reformation in Ger¬ 
many (1914) and Allen’s A History of Political Thought in the 
Sixteenth Century (1928). Henry C. Vedder was far more 
generous in his estimate of Anabaptism than the authors pre¬ 
viously mentioned. As his eyes swept over the scattered frag¬ 
ments of Anabaptism then exposed to view, he concluded: 


They were the only party among those protesting against the 
errors of Rome who were logical and thoroughgoing. They alone 
accepted in absolute faith and followed to its necessary conse¬ 
quences the principle avowed by the leading reformers, that the 
Scriptures were the sole source of religious authority. . . . The 
Anabaptists alone had penetrated beneath the surface of tradi¬ 
tional Christianity and comprehended the real Gospel of Jesus. 
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They were centuries in advance of their time in perceiving that the 
Good News of Salvation, as taught by Jesus, was a social gospel, 
and that the acceptance of it implied and necessitated a recon¬ 
struction of society until all institutions could endure the meas¬ 
urements of the Golden Rule. In a word, the Anabaptists were 
the real reformers, and the only real reformers, of the Sixteenth 
century. 9 

Spoken like a good American Baptist! But where is the docu¬ 
mentation for such a sweeping opinion? And where may we 
find the Anabaptist writings on church reforms which make 
clear what they were driving at? The references will not be 
found in Vedder’s footnotes. 

In turning to Allen, we find an author who cites primary 
sources at length. But his basic interpretations are frequently 
far afield, and the chapter on those he thought to be “Anabap¬ 
tists” is the poorest in the book. The evidence contradicts sev¬ 
eral of his basic assertions: 

Belief in the “inner light” seems to have been the most 
fundamental of the beliefs that characterized the Anabaptists. 

[p. 39] 

The Magistrate, so far from being a lieutenant of God, is 
simply the most persistent offender against God’s law. They do 
not merely deny his right to coerce them into religious conform¬ 
ity — they deny his right to exist at all. [p. 41] 

There appears [sic] to have been in Moravia communities of 
Anabaptists who actually had a common store of goods from which 
distribution was made by an elected official. But there is little 
evidence of any organized or systematic communism among the 
Anabaptists, [p. 42] 

I do not think it can be said, even, that the Anabaptists pro¬ 
claimed any principle of religious toleration, otherwise than in¬ 
directly. They denied of course the right of the Magistrate to pun¬ 
ish heretics, but they denied his right to punish anyone, [p. 47] 10 

Allen missed the most significant contribution of the radicals 
to political thought. His whole writing, although detailed, shows 
dependence upon the usual polemics — interspersed with cita- 
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tions from “Anabaptists” whose connection with the main line 
of the movement was very attenuated. 

The outstanding limitation of the dominant interpretation 
of Anabaptism has been this: when the authors gave any detail 
at all they usually relied upon the traditional Lutheran and 
Reformed polemics against the radical groups, and not even 
upon the candid reports of contemporaries when they were not 
engaged in polemics. 11 This procedure is in part a sign of unwise 
dependence upon partial evidence, but it also reflects the serious 
problem of getting at the sources in the field. The major primary 
materials have only lately become generally accessible, and 
scholars in the English-speaking world are not yet habituated 
to their use. As a result, there has been little “concrete” study 
of the movement. Opinions expressed generally can be said 
to reflect the theology of the Reformers more than the economy 
of the Anabaptists. 

The important point to register at this level of our discus¬ 
sion is simply this: the treatment which usually has been afforded 
those called “Anabaptists” in surveys and general studies isj / 
extremely faulty, and for the most part because it is not informed 
by an adequate use of the primary sources now available . There 
were, even at the time when the earlier surveys were written, 
documents which critical scholars should have used. Today 
there is no excuse whatever for permitting to pass unchallenged 
that slighting notation which dismisses the Anabaptists as peri¬ 
pheral and unworthy of intensive firsthand study, or that morbid 
dependence upon questionable sources which seems to satisfy 
many of those historians who do pause to assess the movement. 12 

The realization comes hard that the most significant mate¬ 
rials upon which informed judgments might be based lay rela¬ 
tively untouched for four hundred years in the archives in Swiss, 
Austrian and Czechoslovakian, German, and Dutch cities. For 
more than three centuries most historians depended entirely 
upon the colored and partial reports of the enemies of the Ana¬ 
baptists. Only within the last twenty years have materials of 
greatest value become generally available, making possible a 
thorough rewriting and reassessment of the movement. Only 
a beginning was made before World War II, and the hostilities 
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interrupted production and distribution. Used along with the 
works of earlier editors, however, the initial volumes of the 
“Wiedertiiuferakten” of the Archiv fur Reformationsgeschichte 13 
and fraternal organizations provided enough data to launch a 
reinterpretation. Since the war, with the help of American Mcn- 
nonites, additional volumes have been published. Any discussion 
of the Anabaptists today must cling closely to the primary 
sources. A structural analysis of Anabaptism, in fact, must 
begin with the romance of source exhumation and rediscovery. 


FORMER TREATMENTS OF ANABAPTISM 
AND THE SOURCE PROBLEM 


Traditional Interpretations 

The inadequacy of many currently used surveys of the 
Reformation will be more evident as we review the progress of 
Anabaptist historiography. And it will be clear that there is 
one problem which must be solved before the Anabaptists and 
their ideas can be definitely established: to assess the compara¬ 
tive reliability and value of the authorities usually cited in studies 
of Anabaptism. Within recent decades there has been, as we 
shall see, a notable shift of attention from polemics about those 
called ‘‘Anabaptists 55 to the primary sources of the movement 
itself. But for most of four centuries the accredited historians 
have been as uncritical of their sources as the official theologians 
have been filial in their polemics. 

Some former treatments can be grouped according to 
schools of thought, and we may well begin with those writings 
of the dominant groups which for long determined all semi¬ 
official interpretations and are still definitive for many. 

The views of Martin Luther already have been considered, 
in their proper setting at Wittenberg. 14 There were also several 
of his disciples who were distinguished for their polemics against 
those they called “Anabaptists, 55 men whose writings helped to 
shape a school of thought about Anabaptism. Of these, the most 
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noted as opponents of Anabaptism were Justus Menius, Urbanus 
Rhegius, Philipp Melanchthon, and Andreas Althamer. 

Justus menius (1499-1558) wrote two very widely cir¬ 
culated works, which Luther prefaced: Der Widdertauffer lere 
vh Geheimnis/ aus heiliger schrift Widderlegt (with Myconius, 
1530), 15 and Von dem Geist der Wiederteuffer (1544). 16 When 
he could not move the tolerant Philipp of Hesse to more harsh 
measures against the Anabaptists, Menius wrote bitterly to his 
friend blaming Hesse for the spread of heresy — “culpa omnis 
in Hesso est.” 17 It was said of his years as superintendent in 
Ansbach that Menius “put out many much needed writings 
against the Stenkjeldischen and Anabaptists.” 18 Menius, an 
avid and bitter controversialist, is still one of the most commonly 
cited writers in any discussion of “Anabaptism.” 

urbanus rhegius (1489-1541) wrote more numerous 
polemics against what he called “Anabaptism” than did Menius, 
although his writings have not been so highly regarded by the 
orthodox. 19 Nevertheless, Luther looked favorably upon them 
and several were widely used: Wider den newen Taufforden 
Notwendige Warnung an alle Christ glaubigen . . . (against Hans 
Hut, 1527) ; 20 Widerlegung der Munslerischen newen Valentini- 
aner vnd Donatisten (1535) ; 21 De Restitatione regni Israeli - 
tici . . . (1536). 22 

philipp melanchthon (1497-1560) was a prolific writer 
against “Anabaptists,” and for long his authority was second 
only to Luther’s, although his treatment is not especially keen 
or useful. He thought in terms of Miintzer and Munster, 23 and 
it is not clear that he actually came to grips with Anabaptism 
(without quotation marks) at all. 

andreas althamer (1500-1539) was active against the 
Anabaptists at the time of the Bern Disputation; against Denck’s 
Wer die Wahrheit wirklich lieb hat he wrote Dial/lage, hoc est,/ 
conciliatio loco/rum scripturae qui prima facie inter se pugnare 
wi/dentur (1527), which went through many editions, including 
a German translation by Sebastian Franck ( 1528). 24 As a 
regional leader of the Reformation, Althamer found other oc- 
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casions to strike out against the ideology and practice of the 
radicals. 

Menius’ views may be considered typical of the Lutheran 
theological interpretation of radical dissent. The false prophets 
were signs of the end of the times, on a par with a Turkish in¬ 
vasion. 

Nothing has been so dangerous in all this as the false teachings 
whereby he [the devil] causes many factions and sects to appear 
within Christendom. 25 

But when the Devil is a God he also has a Gospel, and in the 
nature of his gospel he also sends apostles out for it, and in the 
nature of his apostles they also build a church. Now our dear Lord 
Christ said the devil was an arch-liar and murderer; therefore his 
gospel is also not a gospel of grace and peace but rather directed 
toward murder and revolution with a lie as foundation. There¬ 
fore he sends his apostles not as Christ did — as sheep among 
wolves — but as raging and roaring wolves to rob and murder 
among the sheep. . . . 

For although Miintzer is thrown down, yet his spirit is not; 
it lives even yet, indeed rules in many corners — especially in 
the Anabaptist sect which was planted by Miintzer in this part of 
the land — and it has been impossible up to now to root it out. 26 

Anabaptists are thereby classified as social incendiaries, and to 
theii polemics the traditionalists added lurid descriptions of the 
Munster episode of revolution, communism, and polygamy. This 
typology has remained standard in many quarters. 

In recent Lutheran writing, the learned monographs pre¬ 
pared by Heinrich Bohmer’s seminar are useful; yet they are 
colored by the intention to show that Luther’s view of the 
origin and consequences of Anabaptism was sound. We do 
not find even in modern Lutheran historians any great willing¬ 
ness to modify the old views. 27 Karl Holl, it is true, was pre¬ 
pared to admit the special significance of Anabaptism for the 
Free Churches; but this only proved the case for his theological 
criticism of “the sects.’’ 28 Fritz Heyer’s Der Kirchenbegriff der 
Schwarmer (1939) is a penetrating and exhaustive study, which 
is nevertheless committed to the traditional intention to prove 
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Luther right in grouping revolutionaries and nonresistants, 
mystics and Biblicists, Hutterites and spiritualizes together in 
a common condemnation. 29 The entire body of Lutheran inter¬ 
pretation is generally marked by an unfamiliarity with the pri¬ 
mary sources of Anabaptism, and by a studied determination 
to uphold that interpretation of the radical groups which came 
from the Reformer himself. In the twentieth century, some 
Lutheran sociologists have allowed new schemes of classification, 30 
but the apologetic intent remains the same for the official writings. 
They entertain with difficulty the thought that the church view 
of the Anabaptists may have had an integrity and vitality of 
its own, distinct from the opinions of Martin Luther. 

In the Reformed churches the polemics of Zwingli, Bul- 
linger, and Calvin were circulated on a wide front against 
“Anabaptism.” Bullinger is still the most frequently used writer 
among the traditionalist historians of both Lutheran and Re¬ 
formed camps, Menius alone excepted. 

Ulrich Zwingli’s writings were the fountain source of the 
Swiss Brethren and through them of the South Germans and 
Hutterites. 31 Yet when the radicals broke with the territorial 
church in 1524, public Disputations were held in several cities 
and Zwingli wrote bitterly against his opponents on the left. 32 
On December 7, 1524, he countered their attack on the tithes 
and rents of the establishment with Wer ursach gebe zu Aufruhr, 
wer die wahren Aufriihrer seien, und wie man zu Christlicher 
Einigkeit und Frieden gelangen moge . 33 In 1525 he published 
the well-known Vom touf, widertouf und kindertouf , 34 which 
precipitated an exchange; Von Predigtamt und Wdhrhafte und 
gegriindete Antwort auf Dr. Balthasars Taufbuchlein followed. 35 
In July, 1527, appeared In Catabaptistorum elenchus . 36 Zwingli 
was sorely troubled by his former associates, who derived their 
Biblical radicalism and doctrine of the Lord’s Supper from his 
own teachings. 

Zwingli’s disciple and successor in the battle of ideas was 
heinrich bullinger (1504-1575), who began writing against 
the Anabaptists after the Disputation of January 17, 1527. His 
polemics were widely read and translated, and are still cited 
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with definitive accent: Von dein vnuerschampte f rdf el, erger- 
lichem verwyrren, vnd unwarhafften leeren, der selbsgesandten 
Widertouffern, vier gesprach Bucher (1531), and Der wider - 
touffern ursprung/ fiirgang/ Secten-/wdsen/ etc . (1560). 37 

John calvin (1509-1564) was also among those whose 
writings lent misunderstanding to the study of the Anabaptists. 38 
Among widely read authors, probably none understood less 
about them. His Brieve Instruction pour armer tous bons fideles 
contre les Erreurs de la Secte Commune des Anabaptistes was 
written against the “Seven Articles” of Schleitheim (1527), and 
when he attacked the free-thinking spirituals at Geneva he 
believed he was dealing with the same movement. 39 Calvin 
thought “Anabaptists” were individualists, descendants of the 
medieval mystics, and he made no distinction between the 
spiritualizing and the Biblicist wings of the movement — if, 
indeed, he was aware of the distinction. 

The writings of Bullinger may be taken as authoritative 
for the Reformed churches. 40 Again and again he returns to 
attack those who spread dissension and factionalism in the 
church. Bullinger felt that true and humble Christians should 
not be so hasty to declare themselves the only True Church, nor 
should they sever themselves too eagerly from their fellows. Let 
each remain in the calling wherein he is called in the social order, 
and let none hasten to rend the community of the Holy Church 
because of some matter of secondary importance. Bullinger 
believed that “Anabaptism” began with Thomas Miintzer, and 
he divided the radicals into eleven types — a wide variety of 
manifestations due to the religious subjectivism which he con¬ 
demned. He especially opposed adult baptism, which meant 
a sundered community. His writings were definitive in Reformed 
circles until Emil Egli went back to the primary sources, at the 
beginning of this century. 41 

Along with those of the Lutheran and Reformed writers, 
the polemics of the Roman Catholic writers deserve mention. 
Among the early authors of this tradition none gained a wider 
hearing than christoph erhard and c. a. fischer. Both func¬ 
tioned in opposition to the Hutterite Brethren. Erhard was 
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associated with the Counter-Reformation under Adam von 
Dietrichstein at Nikolsburg (c. 1583) ; 42 Fischer appears to have 
been a Jesuit opponent of Claus Braidl (c. 1600). 43 Both were 
very prolific writers and enjoyed the approval and encourage¬ 
ment of Roman Catholic rulers. 

In general, Lutheran, Reformed, and Roman Catholic 
writers have inclined to look upon Miintzer and Munster as 
representative events in the Anabaptist movement. The Catholics 
have also informed the reader that the revolutionaries repre¬ 
sented Protestantism carried to its logical extreme of religious 
anarchy. The logic of “Protestantism 55 is discovered in con¬ 
nection with the Peasant Revolt and the New Jerusalem at 
Munster. In all three types of orthodox writing, the Swiss phase 
of the movement is credited to short visits in the cantons by 
Miintzer and Karlstadt, and Menno Simons 5 strict nonresistance 
is considered a kind of “tired radicalism 55 following the collapse 
of revolutionary hopes. 

The secondary sources which we have considered above 
have generally prevailed in the subsequent writings about the 
Anabaptists, and we may no longer be surprised at the lack of 
insight which has characterized those who depended upon them. 
Nor is it surprising that the orthodox opinion still prevails in 
many quarters when the name “Anabaptist 55 is mentioned. 
Generation after generation, the Anabaptists have been called 
up for trial by the historians, the words of their accusers have 
been heard, and the persecuted forerunners of the Free Churches 
have been sentenced to oblivion without having an opportunity 
to speak in their own behalf. 


In-Group Records and Writings 

To a certain extent the continued misunderstanding of 
Anabaptism can be explained in a very brief statement: the 
writings and records of the movement were successfully sup¬ 
pressed, whereas the polemics of their enemies circulated widely 
and were early translated into various languages (including 
English). From the beginning this fact has played a large part 
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in the dominance of hostile views, for even historians who wished 
to be fair and objective have lacked primary sources. Indeed, 
the churches descended from the radical groups have frequently 
lacked vital validating records, and, like discriminating out¬ 
group historians, have not had in hand the evidence on which 
to build a case. 

The Anabaptist writings, as originally printed, found only 
limited circulation. Many never existed in other than manu¬ 
script form. The very important history attributed to Carl of 
Ghent, Het beginsel en voortganck der geschillen, scheuringen 
en verdeeltheden onder degene die Doopsgezinden genoemt 
worden, in deze laetste eeuwe van hondert jaren herwaerts, tot 
op den jare 1615, getrouwelick beschreven door J. II. V . P. N., 
circulated for forty-three years in handwritten form before find¬ 
ing a printer. 44 Because of dangers to life and limb, the perse¬ 
cuted “heretics” frequently sought protection in anonymous 
publication; the printer also might well hesitate to let his re¬ 
sponsibility be known. 45 Writer and printer knew that the au¬ 
thorities of church and state were efficient and thorough, col¬ 
lecting both men and books for the flame. The religious and 
political powers endeavored to suppress both opinions and 
Anabaptist leadership; court actions and attendant judgment 
by the clergy frequently list the titles of writings to be confiscated. 
The governments were determined to destroy the ideas which the 
Anabaptists represented, and they were, to a marked extent, 
successful in preventing informed discussion both in their own 
time and subsequently. 

A bibliography of Anabaptist works will contain a large 
majority of rare items. Many of the most significant books within 
the movement, originally published secretly and in limited num¬ 
bers, exist today only in single copies; many more are lost al¬ 
together. The story of the Greater Chronicle of the Huttcrite 
Brethren is not atypical. Although this comprised the core of 
tradition, records, and rules by which a major Anabaptist party 
lived, Josef Beck was unable to find a copy by 1883 and assumed 
it to be lost. 46 Rediscovered in the American settlements in this 
century, the Greater Chronicle was first edited and published in 
1923 and, under the auspices of the Carl Schurz Foundation, 
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was republished in 1943. Among the most significant long-lost 
writings was Pilgram Marpeck’s Vermahnung (1542), written 
during the dispute with Schwenckfeld. It is the basic source 
for the South German Brethren’s concept of the True Church. 
In recent years a copy was found by John Horsch in the British 
Museum, and another was discovered by Ernst Crous in the 
Wiirttembcrgische Bibliothek. 47 Among the lost items, none is 
more to be mourned than Johannes Campanus’ Contra totum 
post-apostolos mundum , listed by Melanchthon as Wider die 
Lutherischen und alle Welt nach den Aposteln und derselben 
wunderbarlicke und seltzame Irrthumb (1531). This book is 
one of the fountain sources of the idea of the Fall of the church. 48 

The Bible was the only book which could not be taken from 
the Anabaptists and could not be kept out of circulation. And 
they relied upon it implicitly. For an understanding of the 
sources of their ethical teachings, however, it would be very 
useful to have more of the ‘‘commentaries.” These have been 
kept from later generations by the conspiring forces listed above. 
The Ausbund 49 and the Martyr er-spiegel 50 were the only in¬ 
group records widely circulated, and to those out-group scholars 
who had them in hand these must have seemed to convey only 
the mournful and credulous apologetic of a harried people. 

Just as their enemies wrote broadly in their attacks, so the 
Anabaptists made sweeping claims for themselves in their 
apologetic. Their writings must be viewed with the same critical 
eye that we turn toward the polemics of their enemies. The 
Anabaptists picture themselves as the “True Church,” a Chris¬ 
tian gathering of eternal significance. 51 From the beginning of 
history only a small band went the right way, and the Anabap¬ 
tists took their position in that line of the faithful. Their hymns 
and records of martyrdom are the self-conscious account of a 
people with a message, whom God has chosen to carry the 
meaning of history. 52 With the fresh life of those given a primary 
religious experience, the communities kept records like those of 
the Early Church: uncritical and inspired sermons, confessions 
of faith, epistles to the saints. This naive picture persisted in 
the more isolated American communities almost to the present 
day; even such an informed historian as the late John Horsch 
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(1867-1941) 53 was resistant to the comparative method and to 
critical research by students outside the group. 

In Europe, however, the Mennonite historians imbibed 
earlier the spirit of German historical criticism, and were able 
to regard their own movement with a certain measure of de¬ 
tachment. This second stage of in-group writing was heralded 
by Samuel Muller’s Jaarboekje voor de Doopsgezinden Gemeen- 
ten (1837-1850). In the next few years appeared Steven Blau- 
pot ten Cate’s regional histories of the Dutch Mennonites, 51 
and separate studies by A. M. Cramer and S. Hoekstra. These 
histories will compare favorably with other studies written in 
the nineteenth century, both for use of sources and devotion to 
the historical method. 

The real flowering of in-group research and writing has 
occurred within recent years among the American Mennonites. 
This renaissance of scholarly work is associated with the per¬ 
son of Harold S. Bender, and the magazine which he founded 
and has edited for over thirty years: The Mennonite Quarterly 
Review. The MQR began with the January issue, 1927, con¬ 
tinuing the Review Supplement to the Goshen College Record 
(Indiana). It has frequently made known some of the rare 
materials collected in the Mennonite Historical Library through 
the industry of Dean Bender and the late John Horsch and Ed¬ 
ward Yoder. More recently the Mennonite historical collections 
at Bethel College (North Newton, Kansas) have also become 
important, under the leadership of Cornelius Krahn. The vol¬ 
ume of material made available over the years, in magazine 
form and in monographs, is truly astonishing when we consider 
that the American Mennonites number approximately 200,000 
souls. The quality of scientific research is not surpassed by that 
of any church body in the world. The American “Mennonites 
stem mainly from Swiss and South German forerunners, and 
their recent historians have pursued the Continental as well as 
the American records. The Mennonite Historical Society is 
today one of the most active and significant groups of American 
historians, with a sharp concern for bringing out the early 
sources. The Society has also encouraged the preparation of 
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critical monographs by out-group as well as by Mennonite 
scholars. 


Friendly Out-Group Writing 

For a long time the only historians to treat the Anabaptists 
with any degree of sympathetic understanding and constructive 
analysis were independent thinkers like Sebastian Franck, and 
Pietists like Gottfried Arnold, von Mosheim, and Fiisslin. 

SEBASTIAN franck (1499-1542/43) 55 was a great inde¬ 
pendent writer and contemporary who reported the “sect” of 
the Anabaptists critically but in great detail. He condemned all 
sectarianism Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Ana¬ 
baptist in the name of the God of true inward religion, and 
was most critical of all those who would not tolerate dissent in 
the things of the inner man. Above all he was opposed to the 
identification of Christianity with cultural mores and political 
power. He was therefore a champion of the persecuted, and 
published extensive excerpts from the early documents of the 
Anabaptist movement. 

Gottfried Arnold (1666-1714) nf> was more widely read by 
eighteenth-century Mennonites than any other out-group author. 
Products of Pietism, his writings were sympathetic treatments of 
the heretics and brotherhood movements across the centuries. 
He accepted, indeed, a very large share of the primitivist inter¬ 
pretation of Christian history which the Anabaptists had de¬ 
fended in the previous century. 

Johann Lorentz von Mosheim (1694/95-1755), 57 and 
Johann Konrad Fusslin (1704-1775) 58 represented in the 
eighteenth century' a highly developed historiography with a sim¬ 
ilar ring: the heretics” carried the True Church, which had 
existed only in dispersion since the time of Constantine the Great. 
From this theoretical base in Christian primitivism von Mosheim 
and Fusslin also gave sympathetic hearing to the persecuted 
groups of the Reformation epoch. 

In the nineteenth century, several scholars contributed to 
a more adequate and accurate appraisal of the Anabaptist move¬ 
ment. The names of Max Goebel (1811-1857), 59 Alfred Heglcr 
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(1863-1902), 60 and Karl Muller (1852-1940) 61 ought especially 
to be mentioned. Muller’s work carried over into recent decades, 
and as a member of the executive committee of the Verein fur 
Reformationsgeschichte he shared credit for launching the series 
of Tauferakten . In approximately the same period, two writers 
not alien to the primitive scheme of Christian historiography also 
contributed to an understanding of Anabaptism and introduced 
novel propositions for their classification. 

Ludwig Keller (1849-1915), whose significance in the 
discovery of sources will be discussed shortly, endeavored to 
trace back a continuous succession of radicalism from the in¬ 
surgents of the Reformation through the pre-Reformation 
brotherhood movements. He interpreted the Anabaptists in 
terms of medieval mysticism and ethical concern. 62 They looked 
for true inwardness, and were not content with faith alone: 
they thought that ethical concern would flow from a true 
repentance. 

Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889) proposed a similar scheme, 
relating the Anabaptists to the Franciscan tertiaries. Anabap¬ 
tism stands clearly on the side of the Middle Ages and Catholi¬ 
cism in two important respects: claiming a visible church, and 
perfecting the religious life. Simplicity, nonresistance, and the 
return to Jesus in the whole of life, were common concerns of 
both the Franciscan circles and the Anabaptists. 63 As with the 
various attempts to trace Anabaptism back to the Waldensians, 64 
the evidence is too slight to sustain the weight of the theses 
advanced by Keller and Ritschl. Nevertheless they represented 
friendly attempts to classify and define the Anabaptists in Chris¬ 
tian history. 

Another frame of mind which led to sympathetic interpre¬ 
tation of the Left Wing of the Reformation was that revealed 
by the modern “social” writers. The Gennan Social Democrat, 
Karl Kautsky, and the English Guild Socialist, Belfort Bax, made 
a like case for Anabaptism. 65 They were unfamiliar with the best 
sources, and for them “Anabaptism” was the religious overtone 
of the revolutions of peasant and guild-worker. They placed 
the marginal incidents in the Peasant War and at Munster at 
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the center of the stage. In effect, this interpretation means ac¬ 
cepting the traditional misunderstanding, giving praise rather 
than blame. 


CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS IN INTERPRETATION 

The traditional interpretation of Anabaptism has been 
doctrinaire, and the apologetic of in-group writings and friendly 
out-group commentaries usually has been founded in a doctrine 
opposed to institutional church life. More recently, there has 
come a review of the movement which seeks to remain critically 
aware and at the same time understand Anabaptism as a church 
type in itself. This approach owes most to two forces: the im¬ 
pact of the religious sociologists, and the rediscovery of primary 
materials. 


Impact of Religious Sociologists 

A marked change in interpretation came in the twentieth 
century, when certain trained sociologists analyzed the Ana¬ 
baptist church life and historical significance “concretely. 55 The 
traditional historiography dealt with the leaders and groups in 
terms of certain fixed ideas and categories quite apart from his¬ 
torical evidence, but the sociologists departed from this well-worn 
path. 

Before wide use could be made of the edited sources now 
available, a great religious sociologist — Ernst Troeltsch (1865- 
1923)—displayed his acute judgment in comprehending the 
Anabaptist movement as a body of phenomena of unique char¬ 
acter, with a pattern different in kind from that of the dominant 
state churches. 66 He recognized that the nature of the Anabaptist 
congregation and the structure of Anabaptist thought grew out 
of an idea of Christian discipleship very distant in standpoint 
from the teaching and practice of the Reformers. Troeltsch 
also distinguished between individual radicals ( Spiritualisten) 
and the radical congregations ( Tdufer ). 67 Finally, he concluded 
that the evidence pointed to an origin of the movement in Zurich 
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rather than Wittenberg, a finding which threw him into strong 
controversy with Karl Holl and other champions of the orthodox 
historiography. 08 Indeed, the watershed between the doctrinaire 
writings and the newer scholarship has come to be at this point: 
whether the movement took its start with Muntzer and Karlstadt 
at Wittenberg , or with Grebel and Mam and Reublin and Blau- 
rock at Zurich. 

Among those who have added to the evidence at this level 
we may note especially Ernst Correll. In Germany and America 
his research has carried on the great tradition of Ernst Troeltsch 
and Max Weber, with Das Schweizerische Taufermennoniten- 
tum (1925), and numerous articles in the Mennonitisches Lexi- 
kon (1913, 1937, etc.) and The Mennonite Quarterly Review. 
This “concrete” approach to the Anabaptist groups has had a 
profound effect upon the writing of both hostile and in-group 
writers. The Lutheran and Reformed scholars have come to 
give more time and attention to the radicals, 69 realizing that the 
careers of Luther and Zwingli cannot be interpreted intelligently 
without portraying the insurgency on the left with which they 
were in conflict. On the other hand, the modern Mennonite 
scholar takes seriously the findings of the critics outside the group. 
He is resolved to relate Anabaptist teaching to the actual his¬ 
torical situation in which the doctrine took shape, and to relate 
the ideological conflicts to the real issues in the life of the con¬ 
gregations. Cornelius Krahn’s Der Gemeindebegriff des Menno 
Simons im Rahmen seines Lebens und seiner Theologie (1936) 
may serve as an example of this type of work. 

Strange to say, Continental historians have to date been 
moved more by the recent analyses, and have shown more con¬ 
cern for proper revision of the traditional opinions, than have 
scholars in the English-speaking countries. Among the number 
of European scholars mentioned throughout this study, Johannes 
Kuhn — for his Toleranz und Offenbarung (1922) —Walther 
Kohler, and Fritz Blanke deserve special mention. In the 
American scene, Albert Henry Newman and Roland H. Bain- 
ton have been foremost among out-group scholars for their 
research and understanding of Anabaptism. The number of 
specialized studies by non-Mennonites is far greater, however, 
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on the Continent. And yet the Anabaptist view of the church 
is most significantly related to the Protestant “sectarianism” 
important in England and dominant in the United States. 


The Rediscovery of Primary Sources 

Along with the contributions in the field of sociology of 
religion, and the effects of these studies, we must mention also 
the publication of the new source materials. In the long run 
the availability of primary sources will determine the issue 
among historians. Although a great deal of data is yet unworked 
and unpublished, and the project begun by the Verein fur Ref - 
ormationsgeschichte is only in progress, significant gains have 
been made in recent years both in the discovery and in the 
publishing of primary materials. 

The first outstanding contributions in the way of using 
and making difficult sources more generally available were made 
by two independent scholars of liberal tendencies: C. A. Cor¬ 
nelius and Ludwig Keller. 

C. A. Cornelius (1819-1903) was in a position of political 
responsibility in 1848, and was moved by the events of that 
year to study the Munster episode and related concerns. He 
energetically sought new sources and distinguished himself from 
the polemical writers by the breadth of his treatment. He wrote 
frequently and well, and documented his reports with copious 
footnotes and appendices. 70 A man of large churchmanship as 
well as sympathies, he was among those Catholic leaders and 
scholars who broke with Rome at the time of the affirmation 
of papal infallibility (July 18, 1870). 

Ludwig Keller represented a new and significant turning 
point in modem treatments of Anabaptism. His Ein Apostel 
der Wiedertaufer (1882) brought forward a stimulating thesis 
on the relation of Anabaptism to Christian history, a thesis which 
he furthered in a number of brilliantly written and provocative 
volumes. 71 In October, 1890, he established the Comeniusgesell- 
schaft for furthering sympathetic research in the history of the 
Christian brotherhood movements, and its publications contain 
some valuable items too little used by historians of the Reforma- 
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tion. In 1879 Keller joined the Freemasons, hoping to find in 
their fellowship champions of free and ethical religion of the type 
which had attracted him to the radicals of the Reformation, 
a tolerant type he had not found in the established churches. 

Although some interpreters, of whom Cornelius and Keller 
are most worthy of note, made their fellow historians aware 
of hitherto unknown evidence, the most conclusive work was 
done by editors: Beck, Egli, Cramer, and Wolkan. Through 
their hard work a new assessment of the radical movements 
became possible to those who share their diligent concern for 
primary sources. 

First we consider Emil Egli (1848-1908), like Cornelius 
an Old Catholic, the editor of sources which have become in¬ 
valuable to students of the Swiss Reformation dealing with 
the origins of the Anabaptist movement in Zurich. Especially 
noteworthy are the two volumes, Actensam?nlung zur Geschichte 
der lurcher Reformation in den Jahren 1519-1533 (1897). 72 
In 1897 he founded < [wingliana , an organ whose pages have 
continued to provide first-class historical scholarship to the pres¬ 
ent day. 

Next in line is Josef Beck (1815-1887), Knight of Man- 
nagetta, who found time in the midst of a busy career to pros¬ 
pect many lost sources. He edited Die Geschichts-Bucher der 
Wiedertaufer in Osterreich-Ungarn (1883), and exhumed other 
materials which have seen the light of day in the articles of 
Johann Loserth, who carried on his work. Beck first opened 
the teachings of the Hutterite Brethren to the careful scholar. 73 

Priceless materials of the Dutch wing of the movement, in¬ 
cluding fragments sometimes extant only in one or two copies, 
were made available to scholars through the erudition and 
sacrifices of Samuel Cramer (1842-1913). Cramer participated 
from the beginning in the publishing of the Doopsgezinde Bijd- 
ragen , 74 and wrote a large number of critical essays on Dutch 
Mennonite history. His monumental work was the ten-volume 
Bibliotheca Reformatoria Neerlandica (1903-1914), completed 
after his death by F. Pijper. 75 

More recently, the available source materials of the Hut¬ 
terite Brethren have been greatly enlarged. The Greater Chron- 
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icle, which Josef Beck had thought to be lost, was rediscovered 
and edited by Rudolph Wolkan ( 1923) and A. J. F. Zieglschmid 
( 1943). 76 Some other valuable single items have recently been 
published in usable form. Foremost among them is Peter Ride- 
mann’s Rechenschaft, published in German (1938) and Eng¬ 
lish (1950) in beautiful editions sponsored by the new com¬ 
munities of Hutterite Brethren in England and Paraguay. 77 

The last seventy-five years of Anabaptist study have been 
highlighted, then, by the digging up and editing of long-lost 
and previously circumscribed records of the movement in Switzer¬ 
land, Moravia, and the Netherlands. The work of these editors 
is directly responsible for rescuing the Anabaptists from the 
limbo to which they had been consigned by their enemies, and 
from those historians who for three and four centuries have 
depended uncritically on the polemics of these enemies in an¬ 
alyzing Anabaptist thought and practice. 

We are now familiar with the way in which the Hutterite, 
Swiss, and Dutch sections of the movement have come up for 
review in the light of newly published sources. Within recent 
years the German phase also has been presented more adequately. 
Certain monographs (largely in German) had previously been 
written which suggested the need for reorientation, but of great¬ 
est importance are the volumes made available in the Tdufer - 
akten of the Vercin fiir Reformatxonsgeschichle and related 
bodies. In 1930 was published the first of thirteen planned 
volumes: sources on Anabaptism in Wiirttenberg, edited by 
Gustav Bosscrt, Sr. In 1934 appeared the Markgraftum Brand¬ 
enburg sources, edited by Karl Schornbaum; and in 1938 part 
of the South German/Hutterite sources, edited by Lydia Muller. 
The war interrupted the enterprise, but it is now going forward 
with supplementary sponsorship of individual volumes by the 
Historische Kommission fiir Hessen nnd Waldeck and certain 
Swiss historical societies, and with direct co-operation by the 
Mennonite Historical Society (United States) and Mennoni- 
tischer Geschichtsverein (Germany). 78 Sermons, confessions of 
faith, court testimony, pastoral letters, and other priceless mate¬ 
rials have for the first time become generally accessible, and their 
significance for a proper assessment of the Anabaptist movement 
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:an hardly be exaggerated. The earlier Swiss sources edited by 
Egli are being superseded, and Beck’s work on Hutterite materials 
will also be replaced by far more extensive materials. Perhaps 
most illuminating, however, have been the insights into the 
German phase of the movement. We recall that both Lutheran 
and Reformed writers (since Menius and Bullinger) have tra¬ 
ditionally found the point of origin of Anabaptism in the union 
:>f economic rebellion and religious enthusiasm in Thomas 
Muntzer, and have given a German point of origin to the whole 
movement. It is now clear that the South Germans, at least, 
did not significantly differ from the Swiss. And in lands further 
aorth, Melchior Rinck and others held to the main line; even 
Melchior Hofmann comes off better than had been supposed 
ay objective historians. 

This discussion would not be complete without reference 
o a splendid volume of sources recently edited in English by 
George Huntston Williams of Harvard University, supplemented 
Dy materials on Juan de Valdes edited by Angel M. Mergal 
}f the Evangelical Seminary of Puerto Rico: Spiritual and Ana¬ 
baptist Writers (1957). Professor Williams has made available 
representative excerpts from the Left Wing, many of them ap- 
Dearing in English for the first time, and has included a useful 
fibliography of other English translations. 79 

The Disputations 

We may do well to note in passing the existence of another 
argely unexplored mine of information about the movement: 
he Disputations. A favorite device of the Reformers was to 
lold public debate with the radicals, seeking thereby to discredit 
‘subversive” opinions. Not infrequently, however, the keen wit 
md Biblical orientation of the illegal preachers turned public 
jpinion their way. More often, the hearings were held before 
elected circles from university and church. Sometimes the 
lissenters were guaranteed safe conduct to come to the Disputa- 
ion. Frequently they were brought from prison cell to be faced 
vith the mortal charges leveled against them by the authorities 
>f state and church. The records of such Disputations were 
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sometimes published and distributed by one or more parties tc 
the controversy, and they afford an interesting but little used 
body of evidence on the opinions of the Anabaptists. Among 
the most famous of these meetings which dealt with Anabaptism 
were those at Zurich (1525), Basel (1525), Bern (1528), St. 
Gall (1530), Zofingen (1532), Bern (1538), Pfeddersheim 
(1557), Frankenthal (1571), Emden (1578). The reports 
from these and other such hearings need to be reworked so that 
historians can make ready use of the materials contained in 
them. 80 As it is, they are little used; they are not part of the 
rediscovery discussed above, and do not yet figure to any majoi 
extent in the reassessment which is now occurring. 


IN CONCLUSION 

The comparatively recent discovery of most vital primary 
sources, unknown and unused by most historians for four cen¬ 
turies, has required a thorough reworking of our understanding 
of the Left Wing of the Reformation. The previous chapters 
of this book attempted a re-appraisal. In subsequent writing or 
the sixteenth century, as it relates to Anabaptism, the moderr 
historian will concern himself with information drawn directly 
from the movement, seeking to understand and define what ii 
was that the leaders and congregations hoped to accomplish 
And the Anabaptist vision will be judged not only by what theii 
enemies feared and wrote about them, but what they were ir 
fact able to accomplish. For the first time the sources anc 
analytical equipment are available for such an assessment. 1 
may not be amiss to remark that the data in hand suggest no: 
only a new interpretation of the radical leaders and groups 
but a rewriting of the current representation of the major Re 
formers. If the Reformers were incorrect in appraisal of sue! 
opponents, they are themselves set in a new light. We have notec 
this in the course of our study, although our first concern ha: 
been to understand the Anabaptists. The Anabaptist life L 
especially relevant to present problems in sectarian Protestant 
ism, and in the Free Churches in general; coming to grips witl 
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the Anabaptist church view has both historical and contemporary 
significance. 

The Anabaptists commonly have been judged on the basis 
of insufficient evidence. It is time for a re-trial, and the re¬ 
trial has begun. 
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depended largely upon secondary sources, but his historical sense was sound; 
he was not precommitted to hostile sources, nor was he afraid to discuss 
objectively the logic of free religious association. Note the study by Walther 
Kohler: Ernst Troeltsch (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1941). 

67. Troeltsch, Ernst, op. cit., II, 729f. Note footnote 440, II, 949, prais¬ 
ing Hegler’s original research in Geist utid Schrift hei Sebastian Franck 
pp. 1-10. See also ‘ Die Taufer und Spiritualisten,” in “Protestantisches 
Christentum und Kirche in del* Ncuzeit,” in P. Hinneberg’s Die Kultur in 
der Gegcnwart (Leipzig and Berlin: B. G. Teubner, 1922) . 

68. Article by Kohler in RGG - 2, V, 1915-17, 1915. 

69. For an interesting example from the Reformed tradition, by the 
translator of Menno Simons, see Verduin, Leonard, “On Detesting Ana¬ 
baptists,” Calvin Forum (1948) 183-86; also, by the same author, “Menno 
Simons’ Theology Reviewed,” XXIV MQR (1950) 1:25-32. According to 
Verduin, Menno was nearer to the truth than most of his contemporaries 
on the matter of discontinuity between the church and popular culture. 

70. Geschichte des Miinsterischen Aufruhrs (Leipzig: T. O. Weigel, 
1855) , three books, third not published; appendices are esp. important. 
Note also Die Miinsterischen Humanisten und, ihr Verhaltniss zur Reforma - 
tion (Minister: Theissingischc Buchh., 1851). On Cornelius, see ML (1913) 
I, 372-74; ME (1955) I, 714-15. 

71. See also Die Reformation und die dlteren Reformpartcien (Leip¬ 
zig: S. Hirzel, 1885) ; Johann von Staupitz und die Anfdnge der Reformation 
(Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1888) ; Zur Geschichte der Altevangelischen Gemeinden 
(Berlin: E. S. Mittlcr & Sohn, 1887) ; “Die Anfange der Reformation und 
die Ketzerschulen,” IV Vortriige und Aufsdtze aus der Comenius-Gesellschaft 
(1897) 1 and 2. On Keller, see ML (1937) II, 480. 

72. On Egli, see article by C. Bergmann in ML (1913) I, 508-09; ME 
(1956) II, 163. 

73. On Beck, see ML (1913) I, 149; ME (1955) I, 258-59. 

74. On the DB, see ME (1956) II, 87. 

75. See Dosker, Henry Elias, “Recent Sources of Information on the 
Anabaptists of the Netherlands,” V Papers of the American Society of Church 
History (second series, 1917) 49-71. On Cramer, see ML (1913) I, 377-81; 
ME (1955) I, 731-32. 

76. Wolkan, Rudolph, ed., Geschicht-Buch der Hutterischen Briider 
(Vienna and Macleod, Alta.: Carl Fromme G. m. b. H., 1923); Zieglschmid, 
A. J. F., ed., op. cit. Unfortunately the utility of the latter volume is seri¬ 
ously limited by peculiar typography. Zieglschmid also edited Das Klein- 
Geschichtsbuch der Hutterischen Briider (1947) , which covers a period later 
than that of our study. 

77. Rideman, Peter, Rechenschaft unserer Religion, Lehr und Glaubens, 
von den Briidern, so man die Hutterischen nennt, ausgangen. . . . 1565 
(Ashton Keynes, Wilts., Eng.: Cotswald-Bruderhof, 1938) ; Account of Our 
Religion, Doctrine, and Faith (London: Hodder & Stoughton/Plough Pub¬ 
lishing House, 1950). Several pamphlets have been published by the colonies 
which joined the Hutterites after World War I under the leadership of 
Eberhard Arnold, and have in Hutterite fashion migrated from Germany to 
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England, and lately to Alto Paraguay. 

78. The statement of the Verein ’s plan is found in WtQl930, pp. v-vi. 
Further items to date are WtQ1934, WtQI938, WtQ:Hessen, WtQ:Baden/ 
Pfalz, WtQ:Bayern II, WtQ:Ziirich. See explanation of the Swiss phase of 
the project, in WtQ:Ziirich, pp. v-ix. Note also Bender, Harold S., “Recent 
Progress in Research in Anabaptist History,” VIII MQR (1934) 1:3-17, and 
the report on the postwar status of the series in XXIII MQR (1949) 1:48-52. 
The volumes on Denck by Baring and Fellmann belong to the series; see 
Supra, 1:102. 

79. GHIV/M; bibliography, pp. 285f. The volume has also been 
published by the SCM Press in London, 1957. 

80. See article by C. Bergmann, ML (1913) I, 451-56. Various articles 
have appeared in the ME on Disputations. See names of cities: i.e., “Franken- 
thal Disputation,” ME (1956) II, 373-75; “Emden Disputation,” ME (1956) 
II, 201-02. 
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contrasted with Lord’s Supper, 98f 
melanchthon, Philipp, V:23: 
temporarily influenced by Zwickau 
prophets, 4 
polemicist, 144 
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menius, Justus: polemicist, 120, V:15 
menno simons: leader, 40, 1:197 
Mennonite Quarterly Review , The, 

151 

Missions: 

the missioner: prototype of the 
true Christian, 177 
method: letter-writing and visita¬ 
tions, 118 

Missionary/Martyr Synod (1527) , 
122 

economic base in Hutterite colon¬ 
ies, 126 

declining as religious primitivism 
becomes cultural primitivism, 136 
major Anabaptist motif, Ch IV 
Moshcim, Johann Lorenz von: “non¬ 
partisan” historian, 152, V:57 
Munster (1534-35), Davidic realm in: 
as the New Jerusalem, 29f 
missionary zeal in 30, 110 
Communism in, 31 
Polygamy in 31 
muntzer, Thomas, 1:39: 
revolutionary preacher, 8 
violence of, repudiated by Swiss 
Brethren, 1:49 
Karl Holl on, V:28 
Myconius, Oswald: opponent, 1:77 

Natural Law: the Anabaptists and, 
134f 

Nikolsburg: as Anabaptist center, 38 
Non-resistance: 

Passive Obedience affirmed by Ana¬ 
baptists, 103f 

Anabaptist opposition to revolu¬ 
tion, 106 

theology of martydom, 132f 
of Anabaptists, historically condi¬ 
tioned?, 111:133 
not Pacifism, 111:134 
See also Violence 

Niirnberg: as center of prophetism, 
19, 1:92 

Oath: Anabaptist opposition to, 104f 
oecolam i *adi us, Johannes: opponent, 
16, 1:79 

Osiander, Andreas: opponent, V:24 


Pacifism: 

in classical primitivism, 58 
See also Non-resistance 
Paracelsus, Theophrastus, 1:118 
Passive Obedience: See Non-resist¬ 
ance 

pastor; Adam: leader, 40, 1:196 
Peasant Revolt: 

identified with Anabaptism by Lu¬ 
ther, 7f 

participated in, by Muntzer, 8 
Twelve Articles of, falsely attri¬ 
buted to I-Iiibmaier, 8 
effect on Luther of, 9f 
Anabaptist opposition to revolu¬ 
tion, 106 

See also Violence 
Periodization of history: 
new system introduced in Renais¬ 
sance and Reformation, 49 
See also Fall of the Church 
Persecution, 32, 91, 132 
philipp of hesse, 1:163: 
refuses to persecute, 32f 
his view of church reform a primi- 
tivist one, 34 

sponsors successful mission to re¬ 
convert Anabaptists, 35 
philipsz, Dirck: leader, 1:197 
philipsz, Obbe: leader, 39, 1:191 
Pietism: relation of Anabaptism to, 
1:134 

Pilgrim, the: as prototype of the 
True Christian, 119f 
Polemics: 

exchange of Spiritualism and 
Tdufer at Strassburg, 25 
Lutheran, against Anabaptism, 143f 
Reformed, against Anabaptism, 
146f 

Roman Catholic, against Anabap¬ 
tism, 147f 

Polish Brethren, 11:50 
Polygamy: 
in Munster, 31 
teaching, sources for, 1:161 
Primitivism: 

Anabaptist, influenced by Cam- 
panus, 29; by Witzcl, 78 
Christian, as a basic motif of Ana- 
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baptist thought, 46f 
classical, 48f 
Noble Savage 11:7 
Robinson Crusoe 11:6 
^Christian, in Erasmus, 50 
Christian, in Zwingli, 51 
religious, influenced by Joachim of 
Fiore, 52 

Golden Age: characterized by paci¬ 
ficism, 58; by communism, 58; 
by the simple life, 59f; by a 
certain attitude to Art, 60 
religious, may shift to cultural 
primitivism, 74, 136 
See also Fall of the Church, Resti¬ 
tution of the True Church 
Printers: Philip Ulhart, Christoph 
Froschouer, V:37, V:45 

Reformation: 
at Wittenberg, 4f 
at Zurich, 13f 
at Strassburg, 30f 
in Hesse, 34f 
in the Netherlands, 39f 
as theme, contrasted with Resti¬ 
tution, 79 

survey histories of, 149f 
Reformers: 

opposed to literal obedience to 
Great Commission, 114f 
opposed to Anabaptist “wander¬ 
ings,” IV: 82 

Refugees: in Moravia, economic fac¬ 
tors concerning, IV:78 
Religious Liberty: 
first clear enunciation of, 65f 
based on spiritual government, re¬ 
placing church/state union, 66, 
116 

related to free evangel of the 
Word, 117f 

Restitution of the True Church: 
as opposed to “Apostolic Succes¬ 
sion,” 79, 82 
origin of, 80 

marked by believers’ baptism, 83f; 
by spiritual government, 86f; by 
practice of community, 95f, by 
the Lord’s Supper (contrasted 
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with the Mass) , 98f; by acknowl¬ 
edgement of civil government 
and passive obedience, 101 f; by 
taking the Great Commission 
seriously, Ch IV 
use of term “restitutio,” 11:121 
a basic motif in Anabaptism, Ch 
III 

reublin, Wilhelm, 1:62 
Revolution: opposed by Anabaptists, 
106 

rheoi us, Urbanus: polemicist, 144, 
V:22 

ridemann, Peter: leader, 127, IV:98 
RINCK, Melchior: leader, 34, 1:169 
Ritscld, Albrecht: historian, 153, 
V:63 

Rol, Henric: leader, 1:145 
rothmann, Bernt: prophet, 30f, 1:147 

St. Gall: as center of Anabaptist 
work, 14 

Salminger, Sigmund: leader, 122 
sattler, Michael: leader, 83, 111:11 
Schleitheim Confession (1527), 83, 
111:11 

schwenckfeld, Caspar, 1:106: 
spiritualizer, 21 
in dispute with Marpeck, 25 
his missionary method, 101 
Separation: 

an aspect of spiritual government, 
89 

avoidance, 111:33, 111:38 
Simple Life, the: 

in the Age of Heroes, 59f, 11:31 
as a community of discipline, 126 
Socialist historians: friendly to Ana- 
baptism, but misunderstanding it, 
153, V:65 
Sources, Primary: 

new source-books, xii, 158 
early documents of importance, 156 
editors of Anabaptist sources, 157f 
See also Tauferakten 
Spiritual Government: in the church, 
an aspect of the restitution of the 
True Church, 86f 
Spiritualizers ( Spiritaalisten ) : 
a definite Left Wing type, 21f 
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distinct from Anabaptists, 31 
Stacllcr, Ulrich: leader, IV:96 
State/Church union: 

a mark of the “Fall” of the 
Church, 65 

leading to political compulsion in 
religion, 66 

See also Religious Liberty 
Strassburg: 

Anabaptist activity in, 20, 1:96 
Reformers, influenced by Anabap- 
tism, 26 

Suffering: a theology of, 132f 
Surveys: generalizations on Anabap- 
tism in, 46 

Tauferakten, 158, V:78 
tesch, Peter: leader, 35, 1:175 
Troeltsch, Ernst: religious sociolo¬ 
gist, 154 

True Church, the (die rechtc 
Kirche) : 

as restored according to the New 
Testament ordinances, Ch III, 
esp. 85f 

a pilgrim church, a missionary 
church, a martyr church, 130f 

Unitas Fratrum: primitivism of 
church view of, 1:12 

vadian (Hoachim Watt): opponent, 
15, 1:70 
Violence: 

repudiated by Anabaptists, 6, 42. 

lOlf, 1:49, 1:206 
in Peasant Revolt, 7 
at Munster, 29f 

warring in Christendom, a mark 
of the “Fall,” 67 
as compulsion in religion, 106 
in revolution, repudiated by Ana¬ 
baptists, 107 
See also Non-resistance 


Voluntaryism: of Anabaptist church 
type, 46, 117f, IV:44 

Waldensians: 

primitivism of church view of, 77 
relation of Anabaptism to, 153, 
11:111, V:64 
Waldshut: 

radical reformation in, 17 
center of missionary network, 119 
Walpot, Peter: leader, 38 
Wassenburger preachers: fore-run¬ 
ners of the Davidic realm at Mun¬ 
ster (1534-35), 29, 1:145 
Weber, Philipp: leader, IV:94 
Wittenberg: radical reformation in, 
4f 

witzel, Georg: 

influence on Munster through 
Campanus, 29 

religious primitivist, 77f, 11:118 
as re-convert to Catholicism, con¬ 
tinuing primitivist motif in 
writings for liturgical reform, 
11:122 

Worship practices of the Anabap¬ 
tists, IV: 120 

Zollikon: suburb of Zurich and 

birthplace of Anabaptism, 1, 17 
Zurich: 

Grebel vs. Zwingli, 13 
center of Anabaptist mission, 121 
Zwickau prophets: influence on radi¬ 
cal Reformation in Wittenberg 
(1521-22), 16f 
zwingli, Ulrich, 1:57-59: 
influenced by Erasmus, 12 
leader of Reformation circle in 
Zurich, from which Anabaptists 
broke loose, 13 

tr*. Humanist and Christian primitiv¬ 
ist, 51 

polemicist vs. Anabaptism, 146 











